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DRAMATIC NOTES. 

{HAMBURG DRAMATURGY.) 

The first number of these Dramatic Notes was issued May 1767, 
immediately after the opening of the Hamburg Theatre, for which 
Lessing was engaged in the capacity of critic. The publication was 
a weekly one, but it accompanies the theatre no further than the 
first fifty-two performances; the last portion, published as a book, was 
not issued until Easter 1769. The work is here translated, with 
occasional abridgment, for the first time. 



PREFACE. 


It will be easily guessed that the new management of the 
local theatre is the occasion of the present publication. 
Its object is to respond to the good intentions that must 
be attributed to the gentlemen who propose to under¬ 
take the management. They have themselves amply 
explained their intentions, and the better portion of the 
public, both within and without our city, have given to 
their utterances the approval which every voluntary 
exertion for the general good may expect to meet with in 
our day. 

It is true that people are always and everywhere to be 
found who, judging others by themselves, see nothing but 
hidden designs in every good undertaking. This form of 
self-consolation might gladly be permitted to them. 
Only when the assumed hidden designs provoke them 
against the object itself, when their malicious envy is 
busy undermining this object in order to frustrate these 
assumed designs, then they must be informed that they 
are the most contemptible members of human society. 

Happy the spot where these wretches do not give the 
tone to society, where the greater mass of well-disposed 
citizens keep them in the bounds of respect, and do not 
suffer that the better portion of a whole community 
become the prey of their cabals, that patriotic objects 
become a reproach to their petty sneering wit! 

May Hamburg be so happy in all that concerns its 
wealth and its freedom: for it deserves to be thus 
happy! 
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When Schlegel made suggestions for the improvement 
of the Danish theatre (a German poet for the Danish 
theatre!)—suggestions that may long form a subject of 
reproach to Germany, which gave him no opportunity 
of making them for the improvement of her own—this 
was his first and foremost saying: “ The care of working 
for their own gain and loss must not be left to the actors 
themselves.” But the best actors have degraded a free 
art to the level of a trade which permits its master to 
carry on the business as negligently and selfishly as he 
likes if only necessity or luxury bring him customers. 

If therefore nothing further has been attained here 
than that an association of friends of the stage have laid 
their hands to the work and have combined to work 
according to a common plan for the public good, even 
then, and just through this, much would have been 
gained. For out of this first change, even with only 
meagre encouragement from the public, all other im¬ 
provements needed by our theatre could quickly and 
easily spring. 

In matters of expense and industry assuredly nothing 
will be economised; whether taste and judgment will be 
wanting only time can teach. And is it not in the hands 
of the public to improve and redress whatever it may here 
find defective ? Only let it come, and see and hear, and 
examine and judge! Its voice shall never be contemp¬ 
tuously ignored, its judgment shall always be respect¬ 
fully heard. 

Only every little criticaster must not deem himself 
the public, and he whose expectations have been dis¬ 
appointed must make clear to himself in some degree of 
what nature his expectations have been.. For not every 
amateur is a connoisseur. Not every one who can feel the 
beauties of one drama, the correct play of one actor, can 
on that account estimate the value of all others. He has 
no taste who has only a one-sided taste; but he is often 
the more partisan. True taste is general; it spreads 
over beauties of every kind, and does not expect more 
enjoyment or delight from each than its nature can 
afford. 
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The steps are many that a growing stage must traverse 
before it attains the climax of perfection; but a corrupt 
stage is naturally still further removed from this height, 
and I greatly fear that the German stage, is more the 
latter than the former. 

Everything consequently cannot be done at once. But 
what we do not see growing we find after some time has 
grown. The slowest person, who does not lose sight ot 
his goal, will always outstrip him who wanders aim-; 
lessly. 

This “ Dramaturgic ” is to form a critical index of all 
the plays performed, and is to accompany every step made 
here either by the art of the poet or the actor. The 
choice of the plays is no trifle, for choice presupposes 
quantity, and if masterpieces should not always be 
performed it is easy to perceive where the fault lies. At 
the same time it is well that the mediocre should not 
pretend to be more than it is, so that the dissatisfied 
spectator may at least learn to judge from it. It is only 
needful to explain to a person of healthy mind the reasons 
why something has not pleased him if one desires to 
teach him good taste. Some mediocre plays must also 
be retained on account of their containing certain excellent 
parts in which this or that actor can display his whole 
strength. A musical composition is not immediately 
rejected because its libretto is miserable. 

The great discrimination of a dramatic critic is shown 
if he knows how to distinguish infallibly, in every case of 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction, what and how much of this 
is to be placed to the account of the poet or the actor. 
To blame the actor for what is the fault of the poet 
is to injure both. The actor loses heart, and the poet 
is made self-confident. 

Above all, it is the actor who may in this particular 
demand the greatest severity and impartiality. The 
justification of the poet may be attempted at any time; 
his work remains, and can be always brought again before 
our eyes. But the art of the actor is transitory in its 
expression. His good and bad pass by rapidly, and not 
seldom the passing mood of the spectator is more account- 
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able than the actor for the more or less vivid impression 
produced upon him. 

A beautiful figure, a fascinating mien, a speaking eye, 
a charming gait, a sweet intonation, a melodious voioe, are 
things that cannot be expressed in words. Still they are 
neither the only nor the greatest perfections of the actor. 
Valuable gifts of nature are very necessary to his calling, 
but they by no means suffice for it. He must everywhere 
think with the poet; he must even think for him in 
places where the poet has shown himself human. 



DRAMATIC NOTES. 


No. 1 .— May 1 , 1767. 

The theatre was successfully opened on the 22nd of 
last month with the tragedy ‘Olindo and Sophronia/ 
* Olindo and Sophronia ’ is the work of a young poet, and 
is a posthumous incomplete work. Its theme is the well- 
known episode in Tasso. It is not easy to convert a 
touching little story into a touching drama. True, it costs 
little trouble to invent new complications and to enlarge 
separate emotions into scenes. But to prevent these new 
complications from weakening the interest or interfering 
with probability; to transfer oneself from the point of view 
of a narrator into the real standpoint of each personage; to 
let passions arise before the eyes of the spectator in lieU 
of describing them, and to let them grow up without 
effort in such illusory continuity that he must sympathise, 
whether he will or no; this it is which is needftil, and 
which genius does without knowing it, without tediously 
explaining it to itself, and which mere cleverness endeavours 
in vain to imitate. 

In his ‘ Olindo and Sophronia ’ Tasso appears to have 
had Yirgirs ‘ Nisus and Euryalus * before his eyes. As 
Virgil in the latter has depicted the strength of friendship, 
eo Tasso in the former wished to depict the strength of love. 
There it was the heroic zeal of duty that gave rise to the 
test of friendship, here it is religion that gives to love 
the opportunity of evincing itself in all its power. But 
religion, which Tasso only uses as a means by which love 
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is shown efficient, has become the main end in Cronegk’s 
treatment. He wished to glorify the triumph of the one 
in the triumph of the other. Beyond doubt a pious 
amendment—only nothing more than pious! For it has 
misled him into making that which is simple and natural, 
true and human, in Tasso into all that is confused and 
fabulous, wonderful and transcendental! 

In Tasso it is a wizard, a fellow who is neither a 
Christian nor a Mahommedan, but one who has spun toge¬ 
ther his own particular superstition out of both religions, 
who gives Aladin the advice to bring the miraculous image 
of the Virgin out of the temple into the mosque. Why did 
Cronegk convert this wizard into a Mahommedan priest ? 
If this priest was not as ignorant of his religion as the 
poet seems to be, he could not possibly have given this 
advice. It tolerated no images in its mosques. Cronegk 
betrays in several things what an erroneous idea he enter¬ 
tains of the Mahommedan faith. In Tasso the image of 
Mary disappears from the mosque without our knowing 
precisely whether human hands have removed it or 
whether a higher power has been in play. Cronegk 
makes Olindo the perpetrator. True he converts the 
image of Mary into “ an image of our Lord on the Cross,” 
but an image is an image, and this wretched superstition 
makes Olindo very contemptible. It is impossible to be 
reconciled to him after he could venture for so paltry a 
deed to bring his nation to the verge of destruction. If he 
does afterwards openly confess his deed it is nothing but 
his duty and no magnanimity. In Tasso it is only love 
that impels him to this step; he will save Sophronia or 
perish with her, die, only to die with her. If one couch 
cannot unite them, let it be one scaffold; at her side, bound 
to the same stake, destined to be consumed by the same 
fire, he is only sensible of the happiness of such sweet 
vicinity, he thinks of nothing he has to hope for beyond 
the grave or wishes for nothing but that this union may 
be yet closer and more intimate, that he may press heart 
to heart and that he may give forth his soul upon her 
lips. 

This admirable contrast between a lovable, calm, 
entirely transcendental dreamer and a hot passionate youth 
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is utterly lost in Cronegk’s version. They are both of the 
chilliest uniformity, both have their heads full only of 
martyrdom, and not enough that he and she wish to die 
for religion, Evander wishes to do the same and even 
Serene is not ill inclined. 

Here I wish to make a double remark which, borne in 
mind, will save young tragic poets from committing some 
great faults. If heroic sentiments are to arouse admiration, 
the poet must not be too lavish of them, for what we see 
often, what we see in many persons, no longer excites 
astonishment. Every Christian in ‘ Olindo and Sophronia * 
holds being martyred and dying as easy as drinking a 
glass of water. We hear these pious bravadoes so often 
and out of so many mouths, that they lose all their 
force. 

The second remark concerns Christian tragedies in par¬ 
ticular. Their heroes are generally martyrs. Now we 
live in an age when the voice of healthy reason resounds 
too loudly to allow every fanatic who rushes into death 
wantonly, without need, without regard for all his citizen 
duties, to assume to himself the title of a martyr. We 
know too well to-day how to distinguish the false martyr 
from the true, but despise the former as much as we rever¬ 
ence the latter, and at most they extort from us a melan¬ 
choly tear for the blindness and folly of which we see 
humanity is capable. But this tear is none of those pleasing 
ones that tragedy should evoke. If therefore the poet 
chooses a martyr for his hero let him be careful to give to 
his actions the purest and most incontrovertible motives, 
let him place him in an unalterable necessity of taking the 
step that exposes him to danger, let him not suffer him to 
seek death carelessly or insolently challenge it. Else his 
pious hero becomes an object of our distaste, and even 
the religion that he seeks to honour may suffer thereby. 
I have already said that it could only be a superstition 
that led Olindo to steal the image from the mosque as con¬ 
temptible as that which we despise in the wizard Ismenor. 
It does not excuse the poet that there were ages when such 
superstition was general and could subsist side by side 
with many excellent qualities, that there still are coun¬ 
tries where it would be nothing strange for pious igno- 
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ranee. For he wrote his tragedy as little for those ages as 
he intended that it should be performed in Bohemia or 
Spain. The good author, be he of whatever species he will, 
if he does not write merely to show his wit and learning, 
has ever the best and most intelligent of his time and 
country before his eyes and he only condescends to write 
what pleases and can touch these. Even the dramatic 
author, if he lowers himself to the mob, lowers himself 
only in order that he may enlighten and improve the mass 
and not to confirm them in their prejudices or in their 
ignoble mode of thought. 


No. 2. 

Yet another remark, also bearing on Christian tragedies 
might be made about the conversion of Clorinda. Con¬ 
vinced though we may be of the immediate operations of 
grace, yet they can please us little on the stage, where 
everything that has to do with the character of the per¬ 
sonages must arise from natural causes. We can only 
tolerate miracles in the physical world; in the moral 
everything must retain its natural course, because the 
theatre is to be the school of the moral world. The 
motives for every resolve, for every change of opinion or 
even thoughts, must be carefully balanced against each 
other so as to be in accordance with the hypothetical 
character, and must never produce more than they could 
produce in accordance with strict probability. The poet, 
by beauty of details, may possess the art of deluding us to 
overlook Disproportions of this kind, but he only deceives 
us once, and as soon as we are cool again we take back the 
applause he has lured from us. Applying these remarks 
to the fourth scene of the third act, it will be seen that 
Sophronia’s speeches and acts could have roused pity in 
Clorinda, but were much too impotent to work conversion 
on a person who had no natural disposition to enthusiasm. 
.Tasso also makes Clorinda embrace Christianity, but only 
in her last hour, only after she has recently heard that her 
parents were also inclined to this faith, subtle weighty 
reasons by whose means the operations of a higher power 
are, as it were, entwined with the course of natural events. 
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No one has better understood how far this point may be* 
gamed on the stage than Voltaire. After the sensitive 
noble soul of Zamor has been shaken to its depths by 
example and entreaties, by generosity and exhortation, he 
allows him to divine rather than believe in the truths of 
a religion whose adherents evince such greatness. And 
perchance Voltaire would have suppressed even this sur¬ 
mise if it had not been needful to do something for the 
pacification of the spectator. 

Even Corneille’s ‘ Polyeucte 5 is to be condemned in 
view of the above remarks, and since the plays made in 
imitation of it are yet more faulty, the first tragedy that 
deserves the name of Christian has beyond doubt still to 
appear. I mean a play in which the Christian interests 
us solely as a Christian. But is such a piece even pos¬ 
sible ? Is not the character of a true Christian something! 
quite untheatrical ? Does not the gentle pensiveness, the j 
unchangeable meekness that are his essential features, war t 
with the whole business of tragedy that strives to purify / 
passions by passions? Does not his expectation of re¬ 
warding happiness after this life contradict the disin¬ 
terestedness with which we wish to see all great and good 
actions undertaken and carried out on the stage ? 

Until a work of genius arises that incontestably decides 
these objections,—for we know by experience what diffi¬ 
culties, genius can surmount,-^my advice is this, to leave 
all existent Christian tragedies unperformed. This advice, 
deduced from the necessities of art, and which deprives 
us of nothing more than very mediocre plays, is not the 
worse because it comes to the aid of weak spirits who feel 
I know not what shrinking, when they hear sentiments 
spoken from the stage that they had only expected to hear 
in a holier place. The theatre should give offence to no 
one, be he who he may, and I wish it would and could 
obviate all preconceived offence. 

Cronegk only brought his play to the end of the fourth 
act. The rest has been added by a pen in Vienna: a 
pen—for the work of a head is not very visible. The 
“ continuator ” has, to all appearance, ended the story 
quite otherwise than Cronegk intended to end it. Death 
best dissolves all perplexities, therefore he despatches both 
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Olindo and Sophronia. Tasso lets them both escape, for 
Clorinda interests herself for them with noble generosity. 
But Cronegk had made Clorinda enamoured, and that 
being the case, it was certainly difficult to guess how he 
could have decided between two rivals, without calling 
death to his aid. In another still worse tragedy where one 
of the principal characters died quite casually, a spectator 
asked his neighbour, “ But what did she die of?”—“ Of 
what ? Of the fifth act,” was the reply. In very truth 
the fifth act is an ugly evil disease that carries off many 
a one to whom the first four acts promised a longer life. 

But I will not proceed more deeply with the criticism 
of the play. Mediocre as it is, it was excellently per¬ 
formed. I keep silence concerning the external splendour, 
for this improvement of our stage requires nothing but 
money. The art whose help is needful to this end is 
as perfect in our country as in any other, only artists 
wish to be paid as well as in any other. 

We must rest satisfied with the performance of a play if 
among four or five persons some have played excellently 
and the others well. Whoever is so offended by a beginner 
or a makeshift in the subordinate parts, that he turns up 
his nose at the whole, let him travel to Utopia and there 
visit the perfect theatre where even the candle-snuffer is 
a Garrick. 

«..«««« 

Interspersed moral maxims are Cronegk’s strong point. 
* . . Unfortunately he often tries to persuade us that 
coloured bits of glass are gems, and witty antitheses com¬ 
mon sense. Two such lines in the first act, had a peculiar 
effect upon me. 

The one: 

“ Heaven can pardon, but a priest never.” 

The other : 

“ Who thinks ill of others is himself a scoundrel.” 

I was taken aback to see a general movement in the 
parterre and to hear that murmur with which approval is 
expressed when close attention does not permit it to break 
out. I thought on the one hand: Most excellent! they love 
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morality here, this parterre finds pleasure in maxims, on 
this stage Euripides could have earned fame, and Socrates 
would gladly have visited it. But on the other I noticed as 
well how false, how perverted, how offensive were these 

E resumed maxims, and I greatly wished that disapproval 
ad had its share in this murmur. For there has only been 
one Athens and there will ever remain but one Athens, 
where even the mob has moral feelings so fine and delicate 
that actors and authors run the risk of being driven from 
the stage on account of impure morality. I know full 
well that the sentiments in a drama must be in accord¬ 
ance with the assumed character of the person who utters 
them. They can therefore not bear the stamp of absolute 
truth, it is enough if they are poetically true, if we 
must admit that this character under these circumstances, 
with these passions could not have judged otherwise. 
But on the other hand this poetical truth must also 
approach to the absolute and the poet must never think so 
unphilosophically as to assume that a man could desire 
evil for evil’s sake, that a man could act on vicious prin¬ 
ciples, knowing them to be vicious and boast of them to 
himself and to others. Such a man is a monster as fearful 
as he is uninstructive and nothing save the paltry resource 
of a shallow-head that can deem glittering tirades the 
highest beauties of a tragedy. If Ismenor is a cruel priest, 
does it follow that all priests are Ismenors ? It is useless 
to reply that the allusion refers to priests of a false religion. 
No religion in the world was ever so false that its teachers 
must necessarily be monsters. Priests have worked mis¬ 
chief in false religion as well as in true, but not because 
they were priests but because they were villains who 
would have abused the privileges of any other class in the 
service of their evil propensities. 

If the stage enunciates such thoughtless judgments on 
priests, what wonder if among these are found some foolish 
enough to decry it as the straight road to hell ? 

But I am falling back into the criticism of the play and 
I wanted to speak of the actors. 
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Why is it that we like to hear the commonest maxim 
spoken by this actor (Herr Eckhof)? What is it that 
another must learn from him if we are to find him equally 
entertaining in the same case ? All maxims must come 
from the abundance of the heart with which the mouth 
overflows. We must appear to have thought of them as 
little as we intend to boast of them. It therefore follows 
as a matter of course that all the moral parts must be 
very well learnt by heart. They must be spoken without 
hesitation, without the faintest stammer, in an unbroken 
easy flow of words, so that they may not appear a trouble¬ 
some unburdening of memory but spontaneous promptings 
of the actual condition. It must also follow that no false 
accentuation lead us to suspect that the actor is chattering 
what he does not understand. He must convince us by a 
firm assured tone of voice that he is penetrated by the 
full meaning of his words. 

But true accentuation can, if needful, be imparted to a 
parrot. Yet how far is the actor, who only understands 
a passage, removed from him who also feels it! Words 
whose sense we have onoe grasped, that are once impressed 
upon our memories, can be very correctly repeated even 
when the soul is occupied with quite other matters; but 
then no feeling is possible. The soul must be quite present, 
must bestow its attention solely and only on its words, 
and then only- 

And yet even then the actor may really feel very much 
and still appear to have no feeling. Feeling is altogether 
the most controverted among the talents of an actor. It 
may be present where we do not recognise it, and we can 
fancy we recognise it where it does not exist. For feeling 
is something internal of which we can only judge by its 
external signs. Now it is possible that certain outer 
things in the build of a body do not permit of these 
tokens or else weaken them and make them dubious. An 
actor may have a certain cast of features, certain gestures, 
a certain intonation, with which we are accustomed to 
associate quite different sentiments from those which he is 
to represent and express at that moment. If this is the 
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case, lie may feel ever so much, we do not believe him for 
lie is at variance with himself. On the other hand another 
may be so happily formed, may possess such decisive 
features, all his muscles may be so easily and quickly at 
his command, he may have power over such delicate and 
varied inflexions of voice; in short he may be blessed in 
such a high degree with all the gifts requisite for dramatic 
gesture, that he may appear animated with the most 
intense feeling when he is playing parts that he does 
not represent originally but after some good model, and 
where everything that he says and does is nothing but 
mechanical imitation. 

Beyond question, this man for all his indifference and 
coldness is more useful to the theatre than the other. 
When he has for a long spell done nothing but copy 
others, he will at last have accumulated a number of little 
rules according to which he begins to act and through the 
observance of which (in consequence of the law that the 
modifications of the soul that induce certain changes of the 
body, in return are induced by these bodily changes) he 
arrives at a species of feeling that has not, it is true, the 
duration or the fire of that which arises in the soul, but is 
yet powerful enough in the moments of representation to 
bring about some of the involuntary changes of body 
whose existence forms almost the only certain clue we 
have as to the presence of inner feeling. Such an actor is 
to represent for instance, the extremest fury of anger. I 
will suppose that he does not even properly understand 
his part, that he neither comprehends fully the reasons 
for this anger nor can imagine them vividly enough in 
order to arouse anger in his soul. And yet I say that if 
he has only learnt the very commonest expressions of 
anger from an actor of original feeling and knows how to 
copy him faithfully—the hasty stride, the stamp of the 
foot, the voice now harsh, now smothered, the play of the 
eyebrows, the trembling lip, the gnashing teeth, &c.—I 
say that if he only imitates well these things that can be 
imitated, his acting will thus infallibly cast on his mind 
a dim feeling of anger that will react on his body and will 
there produce such changes as do not depend solely upon 
his will. His face will glow, his eyes will sparkle, his 
VOL. III. R 
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muscles will dilate; in short he will seem to be truly 
furious without being so, without comprehending in the 
least why he should be so. 

From these principles of feeling in general I have en¬ 
deavoured to ascertain what external tokens accompany 
those feelings with which moral axioms should be spoken, 
and which of these tokens are within our command, so 
that every actor, whether he have the feeling himself or 
not, may represent them. I think they are the following. 

Every moral maxim is a general axiom, which as such 
demands a degree of calm reflexion and mental compo¬ 
sure. It must therefore be spoken with tranquillity and 
a certain coldness. 

But again, this general axiom is also the result of im¬ 
pressions made by individual circumstances on the acting 
personages. It is no mere symbolical conclusion, it is a 
generalised sensation and as such it requires to be uttered 
with a certain fire and enthusiasm. 

Consequently with enthusiasm and composure; with 
coldness and fire ? 

Not otherwise; with a compound of both, in which 
however, according to the conditions of the situation, now 
one and now the other, predominates. 

If the situation is a placid one, the soul must desire to 
gain a sort of elevation by the moral maxim; it must 
seem to make general observations on its happiness or its 
duties, in such a manner that by help of this very general¬ 
ising it may enjoy the former the more keenly and observe 
the latter the more willingly and bravely. 

If on the other hand the situation is turbulent, the soul 
must appear to recall itself by means of the moral axiom 
(under which definition I comprehend every general 
observation); it must seem to give to its passions the 
appearance of reason and to stormy outbursts the look of 
premeditated resolves. 

The former requires an elevated and inspired tone; the 
latter a tempered and solemn one. For in the one reason 
must fire emotion, while in the other emotion must be 
cooled by reason.. 

Most actors exactly reverse this. In their agitated 
scenes they bluster out the general observations as excit- 
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edly as the other speeches, and in the quiet scenes repeat 
them just as calmly as the rest. It therefore follows that 
moral maxims are not distinguished either in the one or 
the other, and this is the cause why we find them either 
unnatural or stupid and chilly. These actors have never 
reflected that embroidery must contrast with its ground, 
and that to embroider gold on gold is wretched taste. 

Finally they spoil everything by their gestures. They 
neither know whether they should make any nor of what 
kind. They usually make too many and too insignificant 
ones. When in an agitated scene the soul suddenly seems 
to collect itself to cast a reflective glance upon itself or 
that which surrounds it, it is natural that it should com¬ 
mand all the movements of the body that depend upon its 
will. Not only the voice grows more composed, the limbs 
also fall into a condition of rest, to express the inner rest 
without which the eye of reason cannot well look about 
it. The unquiet foot treads more firmly, the arms sink, 
the whole body draws itself up into a horizontal position; 
a pause—and then the reflexion. The man stands there 
in solemn silence as if he would not disturb himself from 
hearing himself. The reflexion is ended—again a pause— 
and then, according to whether the reflexion was intended 
to subdue his passions or to inflame them, he suddenly 
bursts forth again or gradually resumes the play of his 
limbs. Only the face during the reflexion still retains 
the traces of agitation; mien and eye are still on fire 
and moved, for mien and eye are not so quickly within 
our control as foot and hand. In this therefore, in these 
expressive looks, in this fiery eye, and in the composure 
of the rest of the body, consists the mixture of fire and 
calm with which I believe that moral reflexions should be 
spoken in passionate situations. 

And with this same mixture they should be spoken in 
quiet situations; only with the difference that the part of 
the action which is fiery in the former, is here calm; and 
that which is calm here must be fiery there. For instance, 
when the soul has nothing but gentle sensations, and en¬ 
deavours to give to these gentle sensations a higher degree 
of vivacity, the limbs that are under control will be 
brought into play, the hands will be in full movement, 

r 2 
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only the expression of the face cannot follow so quickly 
and in mien and eye the quiet will yet reign out of which 
the rest of the body is trying to work itself. 

No. 4. 

But of what kind are the movements of the hand, with 
which in quiet situations, maxims should be spoken ? 

We know very little concerning the Chironomia of the 
ancients, that is to say, the nature of the rules prescribed 
by the ancients in the use of the hands. We know this, 
that they carried gestures to a perfection of which we can 
scarcely form an idea from what our orators can compass 
in this respect. Of this whole language we seem to have 
retained nothing but an inarticulate cry, nothing but the 
power to make movements without knowing how to give 
these movements an accurately determined meaning and 
how to connect them together so that they may be capable 
of conveying not only one idea, but one connected 
meaning. 

I am quite aware that among the ancients the panto- 
mimist must not be confounded with the actor. The 
hands of the actor were by no means as talkative as those 
of the pantomimist. In the one case they supplied the 
place of speech, while in the other they were only to lend 
emphasis, and as natural signs of things to lend life and 
truth to the preconcerted signs of the voice. In panto¬ 
mimes the movements of the hands were not merely 
natural signs, many of them had a conventional meaning 
and from these the actor had to refrain completely. He 
therefore used his hands less than the pantomimist, but 
as little in vain as he. He did not move his hand if he 
could not mean something thereby or emphasise some¬ 
thing. He knew nothing of those indifferent movements 
through whose constant monotonous use a large portion 
of actors, especially wotnen, give to themselves the appear¬ 
ance of mere marionettes. Now the right hand, now the 
left; now a swing from the body, now agitating the air 
with both hands is what they call action, and whoever 
can practise it with a certain ballet-master’s grace deems 
that he can fascinate us. 
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I know well that even Hogarth advises actors to learn 
how to move their hands in beautiful undulatory lines, 
but in all directions with all the possible variations of 
which these lines are capable in consideration of their 
sweep, size and duration. And finally he only advises 
it as an exercise to make them supple in movement, to 
make the movements of grace familiar to the arms, but 
not in the belief that acting itself consists in notiling 
more than in always describing such beautiful lines in 
the same direction. 

Away therefore with these insignificant j portebras ; espe¬ 
cially away with them in reflective scenes. Grace in the 
wrong place is affectation and grimace, and the very same 
grace too often repeated, becomes at last cold and then 
repulsive. I seem to see a schoolboy say his task when 
the actor tenders to me moral reflexions with the same 
movements with which a hand is given in the minuet, or 
as if he spun them down from a spindle. 

Every movement made by the hand in such passages 
should be significant. It is possible often to be pictur¬ 
esque if only the pantomimic be avoided. Perhaps 
another time I may find an occasion to explain by exam¬ 
ples these various gradations from significant to pictur¬ 
esque and from picturesque to pantomimic gestures. Just 
now it would lead me too far and I will only remark that 
among significant gestures there is one kind that the 
actor must note above all and with which alone he can 
impart to the moral life and light. These are in one 
word the individual gestures. The moral is a general 
axiom extracted from the particular circumstances of the 
acting personages; by means of its generality it becomes 
foreign to the action, it becomes a digression whose con¬ 
nexion with the actual present is not comprehended or 
noticed by the less observant or less acute spectators. If 
consequently a means exists to make this connexion evi¬ 
dent, to bring back the symbolical of the moral to the 
visible, and if this means lies in certain gestures, the actor 
must on no account omit making them. 
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If Shakespeare was not as great an actor as he was a 
dramatist, at least he knew as well what was needed for 
the art of the one as the other. Yes, perhaps he even 
pondered more about the former because he had the less 
genius for it. Certainly every word that he puts into 
Hamlet’s mouth when addressing the players should be a 
golden rule for all actors who care for sensible approba¬ 
tion. “ I pray you,” he says among other things, “ speak 
the speech as 1 pronounced it to you, trippingly on the 
tongue: but if you mouth it, as many of your players do* 
I had as lief the town crier had spoke my lines. Nor do 
not saw the air too much with your hand, thus: but use 
all gently; for in the very torrent, tempest, and (as I 
may say) the whirlwind of passion, you must aoquire and 
beget a temperance that may give it smoothness.” 

The fire of the actor is often mentioned, discussions are 
common as to whether the actor can show too much ani* 
mation. If those who maintain this cite as an instance 
that an actor may be passionate or at least more passionate 
than circumstances require; then those who deny it 
have a right to say that in such cases the actor has not 
shown too much animation, but too little intelligence. 
Altogether it depends greatly what we understand under 
the word fire. If screams and contortions are fire then it is 
incontestable that the actor can carry these too far. But 
if fire consists in the rapidity and vivacity with which 
all those parts that make the actor, bring their pro¬ 
perties to bear, to give to his acting the semblance of truth, 
then we should not desire to see this semblance of truth 
carried to the extremest illusion, if we deemed it possible 
that the actor could apply too much fire in this sense* 
It can therefore not be this fire the moderation of which 
Shakespeare requires even in the torrent, tempest, and 
whirlwind of passion. He can only mean that violence 
of voice and movement; and it is easy .to discover why, 
where the poet has not observed the least moderation, 
the actor must. yet moderate himself in both points. 
There are few voices that do not become displeasing at 
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their utmost pitch, and movements that are too rapid, too 
agitated will rarely be dignified. Now our eyes and our 
ears are not to be offended, and only when everything is 
avoided in the expression of violent passion that can be 
unpleasant to these, can acting possess, that smoothness 
and polish which Hamlet demands from it even under 
these circumstances, if it is to make the deepest impres¬ 
sion and to rouse the conscience of stiffnecked sinners out 
of its sleep. 

The art of the actor here stands midway between the 
plastic arts and poetry. As visible painting beauty must 
be its highest law, but as transitory painting it need not 
always give to its postures the calm dignity that makes 
ancient sculpture so imposing. It may, it must at times 
permit to itself the wildness of a Tempesta, the insolence 
of a Bernini; and they have in this art all that which is 
expressive and peculiar without the offensive element 
that arises in the plastic arts through their permanent 
posture. Only it must not remain in them too long, it 
must prepare for them gradually by previous movements, 
and must resolve them again into the general tone of the 
conventional. Neither must it ever give to them all the 
strength which the poet may use in his treatment. For 
though the art is silent poetry, yet it desires to make 
itself comprehended immediately to our eyes, and every 
sense must be gratified if it is to convey unfalsified the 
proper impressions to the soul. 

•. It might easily come about that the moderation de¬ 
manded by art, even in the extremes of passion, does not 
consort well with applause. But what applause? It is 
true the gallery greatly loves the noisy and boisterous, 
and it will rarely omit to repay a good lung with loud 
hand-clappings. The German parterre also shares this 
taste in part; and there are actors cunning enough to 
derive advantage from this taste. The most sleepy actor 
will rouse himself towards the end of the scene, when he 
is to make his exit, raise his voice and overload the action, 
without reflecting whether the sense of his speech requires 
this extra exertion. Not seldom it even contradicts the 
mood in which he should depart; but what matters that 
to him ? Enough that he has thus reminded the parterre to 
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look at him, and, if it will be so good as to applaud after 
him. They should hiss after him ! But, alas! the spec¬ 
tators are partly not connoisseurs, and in part too good- 
natured, and they take the desire to please them for the 
deed. 

• • . • . 

[No. 6 consists of a Prologue and Epilogue spoken on the 

first night. They were not written by Lessing.] 

No. 7. 

The Prologue shows us the drama in its highest 
dignity, inasmuch as it regards it as supplementary to 
the laws. There are matters in the moral conduct of men 
which, in regard to their immediate influence upon the 
well-being of society, are too insignificant and in them¬ 
selves too changeable to be worth while placing under the 
protection of the law. There are others again, against 
which the whole force of legislation falls powerless. 
They are too incomprehensible in their mainsprings, too 
abnormal in themselves, and too unfathomable in their 
consequences, so that they either escape totally from the 
penalty of the law, or cannot possibly be punished accord¬ 
ing to their due. I do not attempt to restrict comedy to 
the former as a species of the ludicrous; or tragedy to 
the latter, as extraordinary manifestations in the domain 
of morals that astonish our reason and rouse tumult in 
our breast. Genius laughs away all the boundary lines 
of criticism. Only so much is indisputable, that drama 
chooses its themes this side or beyond the frontiers of 
law, and only touches its objects in so far as they either 
lose themselves in the absurd, or extend to the horrible. 

The Epilogue dwells upon one of the chief lessons that 
a great part of the fable and character of the tragedy was 
to teach. True it was rather rash of Herr von Cronegk to 
preach toleration in a play whose subject was taken from' 
the unhappy time of the Crusades, and to endeavour to 
show the enormity of a spirit of persecution as practised 
by the adherents of Mahommedanism. For these Crusades 

proved one of the most inhuman of persecutions of which 
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Christian superstition has been guilty. True religion 
possessed the greatest number of bloodthirsty Ismenors. 
The punishment of an individual who had robbed a 
mosque, could that be placed in opposition to the unholy 
madness that depopulated orthodox Europe to lay waste 
heterodox Asia? But what the tragedian has brought 
into his work clumsily, the author of the Epilogue may 
very well take up. Humanity and charity deserve to 
be commended on every occasion, and no inducement 
thereto can be so far-fetched but that our heart finds it 
most natural and imperative. 

A passage in the Epilogue was open to a misconstruction 
from which it deserves to be rescued. The poet says:— 

“ Bedenkt dass unter uns die Kunst nur kaum beginnt, 

In welcher tausend Quins fur einen Garrick sind.” 1 

To this I have heard it replied that Quin was no bad actor. 
No, that he certainly was not. He was Thomson’s especial 
friend, and the friendship that united a poet like Thomson 
with an actor must awaken in posterity a prejudice in 
favour of his powers. Besides, Quin has more claims 
than this mere prejudice. It is known that he acted 
with great dignity in tragedy, that he was especially dis¬ 
tinguished for the manner in which he did justice to 
Milton’s sublime language, and that in comedy he brought 
the role of FalstafF to the greatest perfection. Still all 
this does not make him a Garrick, and the misconstruction 
of the passage consists in the assumption that the poet 
meant to oppose to this universal and extraordinary actor 
one who was bad, and was universally recognised as bad. 
Quin was meant to represent one of the usual type as 
they are-to be found every day, a man who does his work 
bo well that we are content with him, a man who may 
even play this or that part excellently when it happens 
that his figure, his voice, and his character come to his 
aid therein. Such a man is very useful, and may truth¬ 
fully be called a good actor. But how much he still lacks 
before he can be the Proteus of his art which unanimous 

1 “ Consider that our art is only in its infancy, and that we have a 
thousand Quins for one Garrick.** 
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rumour has long voted Garrick to be l No doubt such a 
Quin played the King in ‘ Hamlet ’ when Tom Jones and 
Partridge went to the playhouse together, and such 
Partridges exist in shoals who do not hesitate for a 
moment to prefer him far beyond a Garrick. “ What! ” 
they cry; “ Garrick, the best player who was ever on the 
stage! Why, he did not seem frightened of the ghost, 
but he really was frightened. What kind of an art is 
that to be frightened by a ghost ? Why I could act as 
well myself. Most surely if I had seen a ghost I should 
have looked in the very same manner, and done just as he 
did. Now the actor, the king, looked as if he was 
touched, but like a good actor he took all pains to hide 
it. Then he spoke all his words distinctly, half as loud 
again as the other little man about whom you make such 
to do.” 

In England every new play has its prologue and 
epilogue composed either by the author himself or by a 
friend. They do not, however, employ it for the purpose 
for which the ancients used the prologue, namely, to 
inform the spectators of various matters that would help 
them to a more rapid comprehension of the main points of 
the play. But it nevertheless is not without its use. The 
English know how to say many things in it that serve to 
dispose the spectators in favour of the poet or of his sub¬ 
ject, and that obviate unfavourable criticisms both of him 
and of the actors. Still less do they employ the epilogue 
as Plautus sometimes employed it, to tell the complete 
solution of the play for which the fifth act had not space. 
They use it as a kind of moral application, full of good 
maxims and pretty remarks on the morals portrayed and 
on the art wherewith they have been rendered, and all 
this is written in a droll, humorous tone. Nor do they 
alter this tone willingly even in the case of tragedies, so 
that it is nothing unusual that satire causes loud laughter 
to resound after the most piteous or murderous drama, 
and that wit becomes so wanton that it would seem to be 
express design that every good impression should be 
turned into an object of ridicule. It is notorious how 
Thomson inveighed against this fool’s rattle that was 
thus jingled after Melpomene. If, therefore, I wish that 
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our new original plays should not be brought before the 
public without introduction or recommendation, it follows 
of course that in the case of tragedies I would wish the 
tone of the epilogue to be more suited to our German 
gravity. After a comedy it may be as burlesque as it 
likes. In England it is Dryden who has written master¬ 
pieces of this kind, and they are still read with the greatest 
pleasure, although many of the plays for* which they were 
written have long been wholly forgotten. . * . 


No. 8. 

. . . On the third evening ‘ Melanide ’ was per 

formed. This play by Nivelle de la Chaussee is well 
known. It is of the pathetic genus to which the name 
larmoyant has been given in ridicule. . . . 

The translation was not bad; it was indeed far better 
than an Italian one contained in the second volume of the 
Theatrical Library of Diodati. I must admit for the 
comfort of the great mass of our translators that their 
Italian colleagues are usually more pitiable than they 
are. Still to transcribe good verses into good prose needs 
something more than exactitude, or, I would rather say, 
something else. A too faithful rendering makes a trans¬ 
lation stiff, because it is impossible that all which is 
natural in one language should be so also in the other. 
But a translation from verse becomes at once watery and 
crooked. For where is the happy versifier whom a 
syllabic measure, a rhyme has not forced into saying here 
and there something a little stronger or weaker than he 
would have said if free from this restraint ? Now when 
the translator does not know how to distinguish this, if he 
has notgood taste and courage enough to omit a digressio n, 
to substitute the real meaning for a metaphor, or supply or 
conclude an ellipsis, he will give us all the careless fault 
of the original, while depriving it of the excuses that 
existed for the original in the difficulties of symmetry or 
in the euphony demanded by its language. 

The part of Melanide was played by an excellent actress 

.Her declamation was accentuated correctly but 

not obtrusively. The total want of marked accentuation 
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gives rise to monotony; but without being able to accuse 
her of this, she knows how to come to the aid of its rare 
employment by another subtle trait of which, alas ! most 
actors know little or nothing. I will explain myself. 
People know what is meant by movement in music; not 
the time but the degrees of slowness or quickness in which 
the time is played. This movement is uniform through¬ 
out the whole piece. The same degree of quickness in 
which the first bars are played must be sustained to the 
last. This uniformity is needful in music, because one 
piece can only express the same kind of thing, and with¬ 
out this uniformity there can be no combination of different 
instruments and voices. In declamation, on the other 
hand, it is very different. Regarding a period of many 
phrases as one musical piece, and regarding the phrases as 
the bars, yet these phrases, even if they were of the same 
length and consisted of the same number of syllables of 
the same time quantity, they ought never to be spoken 
with the same degree of rapidity. For as they cannot be 
of equal value and importance either in reference to clear¬ 
ness and expression, or in reference to the main idea of 
the period, it follows that the voice should enunciate the 
least important quickly, and skim them lightly and care¬ 
lessly, and should rest on the more important ones in 
marked detail, giving to every word and every letter its 
full value. The degrees of these differences are infinite, 
and although they cannot be marked out and measured by 
artificial divisions of time, yet they are distinguished by 
the most uncultivated ear and are observed by the most 
uncultivated tongue when speech comes from a full heart 
and not merely from a ready memory. The effect pro¬ 
duced by this constant change is incredible, and if besides 
this all changes of voice are taken into account, not only 
with regard to pitch and strength but also with regard to 
its various tones of sweetness, roughness, harshness, mel¬ 
lowness, used in their proper places, then that natural 
music arises to which every heart is sure to respond 
because we feel that it issues from the heart, and that art 
has only part in it in so far as art is nature. And I say 
that in this music the actress of whom I speak is excellent, 
and no one can be compared to her but Herr Eckhof, who 
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by superadding a more marked accent to certain words, 
which she regards less, is able to give to his declamation 
a higher degree of perfection. . . . 

On the fourth evening a new German original play was 
performed, called * Julia, or the Conflict between Love 
and Duty.’ Herr Heufeld of Vienna is the author. He 
tells us that two plays of his have already met with the 
approval of the Viennese audience. I do not know them* 
but to judge by this one, they cannot be wholly bad. 

The main points of the fable and a greater part of the 
situations are borrowed from Rousseau’s 4 Nouvelle Heloise.’ 
I wish that Herr Heufeld, before setting to work, had 
read and studied the criticism of this novel in the ‘ Letters 
concerning Contemporary Literature.’ 1 He would have 
worked with a more just comprehension of the beauties of 
the original, and would perhaps have been more felicitous 
in various points. 

From the point of view of invention, the worth of the 
* Nouvelle Heloise’ is very slight, and the best parts in it are 
by no means adapted to dramatic purposes. The situations 
are commonplace or unnatural, and the few good ones so 
far removed from each other, that they cannot be con¬ 
strained into the narrow limits of a drama without vio¬ 
lence. It was impossible that the story should end on the 
stage as it does not end, but rather loses itself in the novel. 
The lover of Julia had to be happy here, and Herr Heu¬ 
feld lets him be happy. He gets his pupil. But has Herr 
Heufeld considered that his Julia is now no more the 
Julia of Rousseau? But Julia of Rousseau or no, who 
cares, if only she be a person who interests? But just 
that she is not, she is nothing but a little enamoured fool, 
who at times chatters prettily enough whenever Herr 
Heufeld remembers a fine passage in Rousseau. “ Julia,” 
say the critics whom I have before named, “ plays a two¬ 
fold rdle in the story. At first she is a weak and even a 
seductive maiden, then at last she becomes a woman who 
surpasses all ever dreamt ofasa model of virtue.” This 

1 A periodical publication written in great part by Lessing, but the 
letters to which ne here refers are from the pen of his friend, the 
philosopher Moses Mendelssohn. (Tb.) 
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last she becomes through her obedience, through the sacri¬ 
fice of her love, through the mastery she gains over her 
heart. But if nothing is seen or heard of all this in the 
play, what remains of her but as I said a weak seductive 
maiden who has wisdom and viftue on her tongue and 
foolishness in her heart ? 

Herr Heufeld has changed the name St. Preux into Sieg- 
mund. The name Siegmund savours of the footman. 
I wish that our dramatic poets would be a little more 
choice even in such details, and more attentive to the tone 
of good society. St. Preux is an insipid personage already 
in Bousseau. “ They all call him the philosopher,” says 
the above-named critic. The philosopher! And what, I 
should like to know, has this young man done or said in 
the whole story that earns him this name ? In my eyes 
he is the most absurd creature in the world, who exalts 
wisdom and reason in all manner of general declamations 
and does not possess the faintest spark of either. His love 
is romantic, bombastic, wanton, and the rest of his doings 
reveal no trace of reflexion. He has the proudest confi¬ 
dence in his reason, and is yet not resolute enough to 
venture the smallest step without being led either by his 
pupil or his friend. But how far below St. Preux is this 
German Siegmund! 


No. 9. 

In the novel St. Preux has occasion now and then to 
show his enlightened mind, and to play the active part of 
a worthy man. But the Siegmund of our comedy is 
nothing more than a little conceited pedant, who makes a 
virtue of his weakness, and is much offended that his 
tender little heart does not everywhere meet with justice. 
His whole activity is concentrated in a few follies. The 
boy wants to fight and to stab himself. 

The author himself felt that his Siegmund did not act 
sufficiently, but he thought to meet this objection when hq 
bids us consider “ that a man of this kind is not like a 
king to whom in the space of four-and-twenty hours 
opportunity is afforded every moment of doing great 
actions. We must assume beforehand that Siegmund is a 
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worthy man as he is described, and be satisfied since 
Julia, her mother, Clarissa, and Edward, all worthy people, 
so regard him.” 

It is right and well if in every-day life we start with no 
undue mistrust of the character of others, if we give all 
credence to the testimony of honest folk. But may the 
dramatic poet put us off with such rules of justice ? Cer¬ 
tainly not, although he could much ease his business 
thereby. On the stage we want to see who the people are, 
and we can only see it from their actions. . The goodness 
with which we are to credit them, merely upon the word 
of another, cannot possibly interest us in them. It leaves 
us quite indifferent, and if we never have the smallest 
personal experience of their goodness it even has a bad 
reflex effect upon those on whose faith we solely and only 
accepted the opinion. Far therefore from being willing 
to believe Siegmund to be a most perfect and excellent 
young man, because Julia, her mother, Clarissa and 
Edward declare him to be such, we rather begin to suspect 
the judgment of these persons, if we never see for ourselves 
anything to justify their favourable opinion. It is true, 
a private person cannot achieve many great actions in the 
space of four-and-twenty hours. But who demands great 
actions ? Even in the smallest, character can be revealed, 
and those that throw the most light upon character, 
are the greatest according to poetical valuation. More¬ 
over how came it that four-and-twenty hours was time 
enough to give Siegmund opportunity to compass two of 
the most foolish actions that could occur to a man in his 
position? The occasion was suitable, the author might 
reply, but he scarcely will reply that. They might have 
arisen as naturally as possible, be treated as delicately 
as possible; for all that the foolish actions, that we see 
him commit, would leave a bad impression on our minds 
concerning this young impetuous philosophist. That 
he acts badly we see; that he can act well we hear, 
not even by examples but in the vaguest of general 
terms. 

Bousseau scarcely touches upon the severity with 
which Julia’s father treats her when she is to take 
another husband than him whom her heart has chosen. 
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Herr Heufeld had the courage to show us the whole scene. 
I like it when a young poet ventures something. He lets 
the father throw his daughter to the ground. . . . Herr 
Heufeld demands that when Julia is raised by her brother, 
there should be blood on her face. He may be glad that 
this was omitted. Minute effects must never be carried 
to the extremity of repulsiveness. It is well if our 
heated phantasy can see blood in such cases, but the eye 
must not really see it. 

• ••»**• 

In conclusion the ‘Treasure’ 1 was performed; an 
imitation of the * Trinummus * of Plautus, in which the 
author has tried to concentrate into one act all the comic 
scenes of the original. It was excellently played. The 
actors all knew their parts with that perfection that 
is absolutely requisite to low comedy. 

If questionable fancies, indiscretions, and puns are 
brought out slowly and haltingly, if the actors have to 
try and recollect petty jokes that were intended to do no 
more than raise a smile; the ruin is inevitable. Faroes 
must be spoken sharply and quickly, so that the spectator 
has not a moment’s time to examine whether they are witty 
or stupid. There are no women in this play. The only 
one that could have been introduced would have been a 
chilly charmer, and it is certainly better to have none, 
than such. But I would not counsel any one to cultivate 
this peculiarity. We are too much accustomed to the 
nature of both sexes, so that the total absence of the 
fairer leaves a sense of emptiness in our minds. 

No. 10. 

The play of the fifth evening was ‘The Unexpected 
Hindrance; or, A Hindrance without Hindrance,* of 
Destouches. 

If we refer to the annals of the French stage, we shall 
find that just the very merriest plays of this author met 
with the very least success. Neither the present play, nor 
the ‘ Buried Treasure,’ nor ‘ The Ghost with the Drum,’ 


1 This play was by Lessing. (Tr.) 
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nor ‘ The Poetical Yeoman * have maintained themselves 
upon the stage, and they were acted only a few times even 
when they were novelties. Much depends upon the key-/ 
note a poet strikes at his first appearanoe, or in which he( 
composes his works. It is silently assumed that he thus 
makes a contract never to depart from this given tone, 
and if he does so the world holds itself justified in being 
startled. The author is sought in the author, and they 
think they have found something worse as soon as they 
do not find the same. 

In his ‘ Married Philosopher,’ his ‘ Boaster,’ his 
‘ Spendthrift ’ Destouches had produced models of more 
refined and elevated comedy even than Molikre in his most 
serious plays. At onoe the critics, who love to classify, 
pronounced that to be his peculiar sphere. What was 
perchance nothing but accidental choice on the poet’s 
part, they declared as marked bias and ruling power; 
what he once or twice had not tried to do, they thought 
he could not; and when he did try, what do the critics 
do? They rather refuse to do him justice than abate 
their hasty judgment. I do not want to say by this that 
the low comedy of Destouches is of the same goodness as 
that of Molidre. It is much more formal; the witty-head 
is more prominent than the faithful portrait-painter; his 
fools are rarely of those comfortable fools such as they 
issue from the hands of nature, but rather of the wooden 
sort such as art carves them, overladen with affectation, 
pedantry, and absence of savoir vivre; his school-wit, his 
M azures are therefore more chilly than ridiculous. But 
notwithstanding this—and this is all I wanted to say— 
his merry plays are not so deficient in the truly comic 
element as an over-delicate taste thinks them. There are 
scenes in them that make us laugh most heartily, that 
alone should secure to him no mean rank among the comic 
writers. 


• • • • • 

On the sixth evening was performed ‘ Semiramis,’ by 
M. de Voltaire. 

This tragedy was first brought out on the French stage 
in 1748, was greatly applauded, and in a measure formed 

VOL. III. 8 
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an epoch in the history of this stage. After M. de Voltaire 
had produced his ‘Zaire and Alzire/ his ‘Brutus and 
Caesar/ he was confirmed in his opinion that the tragic 
poets of his nation had in many points outstripped the 
Greeks. “ From us French/’ he said, “ the Greeks might 
have learnt a more graceful exposition and the great art 
how to combine the scenes one with another in such a mode 
that the stage never remains empty and no personage 
enters or leaves without a reason. From us,” he said, 
“ they might have learnt how rivals speak to each other 
in witty antitheses, and how the poet can dazzle and 
astonish by a wealth of sparkling elevated thoughts.” 
From us they could have learnt—oh yes, what cannot be 
learnt from the French! Here and there, it is true, a 
foreigner who has also read the classics a little would 
like humbly to beg permission to differ from them. He 
would perhaps object that all these prerogatives of the 
French have no great influence on the essential element of 
tragedy; that they are beauties which the unaffected 
grandeur of the ancients despised. But what does it 
avail to raise objections against M. de Voltaire? He 
speaks and the world believes. There was only one thing 
he missed in the French theatre: that its masterpieces 
should be brought upon the stage with all the splendour 
that the Greeks accorded to the trifling attempts of their 
young art. He was very properly offended at the theatre 
of Paris, an old ball-room, decorated in the worst taste, 
where the people pushed and jostled in a dirty pit. 
Especially was he offended at the barbarous custom of 
tolerating spectators on the stage, leaving the actors 
barely room enough for their most necessary movements. 
He was convinced that this bad practice alone had de¬ 
prived France of much that would have been attempted 
under freer conditions and in a theatre better adapted to 
comfort and action. To prove by example he wrote his 
‘ Semiramis.’ A queen who assembles her parliament 
to announce to them her marriage; a ghost who rises 
from his grave to hinder incest; the grave into which a 
fool steps to issue as a criminal; all this was indeed 
something quite new for the French. It created as much 
noise on the stage, it demanded as much pomp and 
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transformation as had been known only in opera. The 
poet believed he had given the model for a special genus, 
and though he had made it for the French stage not 
such as it was, but such as he wished to see it, neverthe¬ 
less it was played there for the present as well as 
circumstances would permit. At the first representation 
the spectators still sat on the stage; and I should like 
much to have seen a ghost of old appear in this gallant 
circle. Only after the first performances was this blemish 
in artistic fitness removed. The actors cleared the stage 
and what was then an exception for the benefit of an 
extraordinary play became in time the constant practice. 
But only for the Parisian stage, for which as we have 
said, ‘ Semiramis ’ formed an epoch. The provincials love 
to retain old fashions and would rather be deprived of all 
illusions than to renounce their privilege of treading on 
the long trains of Zaires and Meropes. 

No. 11. 

The appearance of a ghost was so bold a novelty on 
the French stage, and the poet who ventured upon it 
justified it by such curious reasons, that it really repays 
the trouble of investigating them a little. 

“They cry and write on all sides,” says M. de Vol¬ 
taire, “ that we no longer believe in ghosts and that the 
apparition of a ghost is held childish in the eyes of 
an enlightened nation. But how,” he replies to this; 
“ should all antiquity have believed in such miracles 
and should we not be permitted to adapt ourselves to 
antiquity? How? Our own religion has hallowed the 
belief in such extraordinary dispensations of Providence 
and it should be held ridiculous to revive them! ” 

These exclamations appear to me to be more rhetorical 
than philosophical. Above all things I should wish 
religion to be left out of the question. In matters of 
taste and criticism, reasons extorted from religion are all 
very well to silence an opponent, but not well suited to 
convince him. Religion as religion has nothing to decide 
here, and regarded as a form of ancient tradition her 
testimony hew neither more nor less value than all other 
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testimonies of antiquity. Consequently in this instance 
we have only to deal with antiquity. 

Very good then; all antiquity believed in ghosts. 
Therefore the poets of antiquity were quite right to 
avail themselves of this belief. If we encounter ghosts 
among them, it would be unreasonable to object to them 
according to our better knowledge. But does this accord 
the same permission to our modem poets who share our 
better knowledge ? Certainly not. But suppose he 
transfer his story into these more credulous times ? Not 
even then. For the dramatic poet is no historian, he does 
not relate to us what was once believed to have happened, 
but he really produces it again before our eyes, and pro¬ 
duces it again not on account of mere historical truth 
but for a totally different and a nobler aim. Historical 
accuracy is not his aim, but only the means by which he 
hopes to attain his aim; he wishes to delude us and touch 
our hearts through this delusion. If it be true therefore 
that we no longer believe in ghosts ; and if this unbelief 
must of necessity prevent this delusion, if without this 
delusion we cannot possibly sympathise, then our modem 
dramatist injures himself when he nevertheless dresses up 
such incredible fables, and all the art he has lavished upon 
them is vain. 

Consequently ?—It is consequently never to be allowed 
to bring ghosts and apparitions on the stage? Conse¬ 
quently this source of terrible or pathetic emotions is 
exhausted for us ? No, this would be too great a loss to 
poetry. Besides does she not own examples enough 
where genius confutes all our philosophy, rendering things 
that seem ludicrous to our cooler reason most terrible to 
our imagination? The consequence must therefore be 
different and the hypotheses whence we started false. We 
no longer believe m ghosts? Who says so? Or rather, 
what does that mean ? Does it mean: we are at last so 
far advanced in comprehension that we can prove their 
impossibility ; that certain incontestable truths that con¬ 
tradict a belief in ghosts are now so universally known, 
are so constantly present even to the minds of the 
most vulgar, that everything that is not in accordance with 
these truths, seems to them ridiculous and absurd! It 
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cannot mean this. We no longer believe in ghosts can 
therefore only mean this : in this matter concerning which 
so much may be argued for or against, that is not decided 
and never can be decided, the prevailing tendency of the 
age is to incline towards the preponderance of reasons 
brought to bear against this belief. Some few hold this 
opinion from conviction, and many others wish to appear 
to hold it, and it is these who raise the outcry and set the 
fashion. Meanwhile the mass is silent, and remains in¬ 
different, and thinks now with one side, now with the 
other, delights in hearing jokes about ghosts recounted in j 
broad daylight and shivers with horror at night when ! 
they are talked of. 

Now a disbelief in ghosts in this sense cannot and 
should not hinder the dramatic poet from making ubo of 
them. The seeds of possible belief in them are sown in 
all of us and most frequently in those persons for whom 
he chiefly writes. It depends solely on the degree of his 
art whether he can force these seeds to germinate, whether 
he possesses certain dexterous means to summon up rapidly 
and forcibly arguments in favour of the existence of such 
.ghosts. If he has them in his power, no matter what 
we may believe in ordinary life, in the theatre we must 
believe as the poet wills. 

Such a poet is Shakespeare and Shakespeare only and 
alone. His ghost in \Hamlet ’ makes our hairs stand on j 
Qnd, whether they cover a believing or an unbelieving | 
brain. M. de Voltaire did not do well when he referred 
to this ghost, he only made himself and his ghost of 
‘ Ninus ’ ridiculous by so doing. 

Shakespeare’s ghost appears really to come from another 
world. For it comes at the solemn hour, in the dread 
stillness of night, accompanied by all the gloomy, mys¬ 
terious accessories wherewith we have been told by our 
nurses that ghosts appear. Now Voltaire’s ghost is not 
even fit for a bugbear wherewith to frighten children. It 
is only a disguised actor, who has nothing, says nothing, 
does nothing that makes it probable that he is that which 
he pretends to be. All the circumstanoes moreover, under 
which he appears, disturb the illusion and betray the 
creation of a cold poet who would like to deceive and 
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terrify ns without knowing how to set about it. Let us 
only consider this one thing. Voltaire’s ghost steps out 
'of his grave in broad daylight, in the midst of an assembly . 
of the royal parliament, preceded by a thunder-clap. 
Now where did M. de Voltaire learn that ghosts are thus 
bold? What old woman could not have told him that 
ghosts avoid sunshine and do not willingly visit large 
. assemblies? No doubt Voltaire knew this also; but he 
was too timid, too delicate to make use of these vulgar 
conditions, he wanted to show us a ghost but it should 
be of a higher type, and just this original type marred 
everything. A ghost that takes liberties which are 
/contrary to all tradition, to all spectral good manners, 
;does not seem to me a right sort of ghost, and everything 
] that does not in such cases strengthen the illusion seems 
to weaken it. 

If Voltaire had paid some attention to mimetic action 
he would for other reasons have felt the impropriety of 
allowing a ghost to appear before a large assembly. All 
present are forced at once to exhibit signs of fear and 
horror, and they must all exhibit it in various ways 
if the spectacle is not to resemble the chilly symmetry of 
a ballet. Now suppose a troupe of stupid walking 
gentlemen and ladies have been duly trained to this end, 
and even assuming that they have been successfully 
trained, consider how all the various expressions of the 
same emotion must divide the attention of the spectator 
and withdraw it from the principal characters. For 
if these are to make their due impression on us, it is not 
only needful we should see them but it is well we should 
see nothing but them. Shakespeare let only Hamlet see 
the ghost, and in the scene where his mother is present, 
she neither sees nor hears it. All our attention is there¬ 
fore fixed on him, and the more evidences of terror and 
horror we discover in this fear-stricken soul, the more 
ready are we to hold the apparition that has awakened 
such agitation as that for which he holds it. The spectre [ 
operates on us, but through him rather than by itself, i 
The impression it makes on him passes on to us, and the 
effect is too vivid and apparent for us to doubt its super¬ 
natural cause. How little has Voltaire understood this 
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artistic touch! At his ghost many are frightened, but 
not much. Semiramis exclaims once: “ Heaven ! I die,” 
while the rest make no more ado about him than we 
might make about a friend whom we deemed far away and 
who suddenly walks into the room. 


No. 12. 

I must note another difference that exists between the 
ghosts of the English and French poets. Voltaire’s ghost 
is nothing else but a poetical machine that is only 
employed to help the unravelling of the plot; it does not 
interest us in the very least on its own account. Shake¬ 
speare’s ghost, on the contrary, is a real active personage, 
in whose fate we take an interest, who excites not only 
our fear but our pity. 

This difference arose beyond question out of the different 
points of view from which the two poets regarded ghosts. 
Voltaire looked upon the reappearance of a dead maul 
as a miracle; Shakespeare as quite a natural occurrence. | 
Which of the two thought the more philosophically 
cannot be questioned, but Shakespeare thought the more 
poetically. Voltaire’s ghost presents no claims to be 
regarded as a being who even beyond the grave is 
capable of pleasant and unpleasant sensations. He only 
wishes to instruct us how divine power would occasionally 
make an exception to its eternal laws in order to discover 
and punish secret crimes. 

I will not say that it is a fault when the dramatic poet 
arranges his fable in such a manner that it seems for the 
exposition or confirmation of some great moral truth. 
But I may say that this arrangement of the fable is any¬ 
thing but needful; that there are very instructive and 
perfect plays that do not aim at such a single maxim, and 
that we err when we regard the moral sentences that are 
found at the close of many ancient tragedies, as the key¬ 
note for the existence of the entire play. 

If therefore the ‘Semiramis’ of M. de Voltaire had no 
further merit but this on which he so greatly prides him¬ 
self, namely that we can therefrom learn to reverence 
almighty justice that selects extraordinary means to punish 
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extraordinary crimes, then I say ‘ Semiramis * would seem to 
me a very indifferent play, especially as its moral is by no 
means the most edifying. For it is incontestably more 
becoming to assume that Providence does not need to 
employ such extraordinary means, and to suppose that 
the punishment of the bad and the reward of the good 
follow in the ordinary chain of events. 

The play of the eighth evening was the ‘ Coffee-house, 
or the Scotchwoman ’ of M. de Voltaire. 

A long story might be made out of this comedy. Its 
author sent it into the world as a translation from the 
English of Hume; not the historian and philosopher but 
another of that name, who made himself known by his 
tragedy, ‘ Douglas/ In some points it has resemblances 
with Goldoni’s ‘Caffe*; especially the Don Margis of 
Goldoni seems to have been the prototype of Frelon. But 
what was only a malicious fellow is here also a miserable 
scribbler, whom Voltaire named Frelon, that the critics 
might the more easily discover his sworn enemy, the 
journalist Freron. He wanted to annihilate him by this 
play, and doubtless he gave him no mean blow therewith. 
We foreigners, who take no interest in the jealous 
bickerings of these French literati , overlook the person¬ 
alities contained in the play, and find in Frelon merely 
the faithful portrait of a certain set of people who are not 
strange to us either. We have our Frelons as well as the 
French and the English, only that they raise less 
comment among us because we are more indifferent to 
our literature. But even if the meaning of this character 
were lost for Germany, the play has interest enough 
without, and honest Freeport alone could insure it our 
favour. We love his rough nobility and even the English 
were flattered by him. 

For only for his sake have they lately transplanted the 
whole trunk to the soil where it purported to have grown. 
Colman, unquestionably their best living oomic writer, 
has translated the piece under the title of ‘ The English 
Merchant/ and has given to it the national oolouring 
that was still wanting in the original. Well as M. de 
Voltaire olaims to know English customs, yet he has often 



No. 12.] 


DRAMATIC NOTES. 


265 


blundered, for instance, when he makes his Lindane live at 
a coffee-house; Colman lodges her instead with a worthy 
female who lets furnished rooms, and this woman is far 
more suited to be the friend and benefactress of the 
young deserted beauty than Fabrice. Colman has also 
tried to define the characters more strongly for the 
English taste. Lady Alton is not only a jealous fury 
she desires to be a lady of genius, taste, and learning’ 
a patroness of literature. He thus thought to make her’ 
connexion with the wretched Frelon (whom he calls 
Spatter) more natural. Freeport also obtains a larger 
sphere of usefulness, he protects Lindane’s father as 
warmly as Lindane, and that which Lord Falbridge does 
in the French version towards the father’s pardon, is here 
done by Freeport; it is he alone who brings all to a 
happy conclusion. 

The English critics have commended Colman’s adapta¬ 
tion as excellent in feeling, delicate and* vivacious in 
dialogue, and well defined as to the characters. But yet 
they far prefer Colman’s other plays. . . . ‘ The English 
Merchant ’ has not action enough for them; curiosity is 
not sufficiently fostered, the whole complication is visible 
in the first act. . . . Much in this criticism is not un¬ 
founded. However we Germans are well content that 
the action is not richer and more complex. The English 
taste on this point distracts and fatigues us, we love 
a simple plot that can be grasped at once. The English 
are forced to insert episodes into French plays if they are 
to please on their stages In like manner we have to weed 
episodes out of the English plays, if we want to introduce 
them on to our stage. The best comedies of a Congreve 
and Wycherley would seem intolerable to us without this 
excision. We manage better with their tragedies. In 
part these are not so complex and many of them have 
succeeded well amongst us without the least alteration, 
which is more than I could say for any of their 
comedies. 

The Italians also have a version of the ‘ Scotchwoman/ 
It is in the first portion of Diodati’s Theatrical Library. 
Like the German, it follows the original closely, only the 
Italian has added a scene at the end. Voltaire said that 
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Frelon was punished in the English original, but merited 
as was this punishment, it seemed to him to hurt the 
chief interest of the play and he had therefore omitted 
it. The Italian did not deem this excuse sufficient, he 
completed the punishment of Frelon out of his own 
head, for the Italians are great lovers of poetical justice. 

No. 13. 


On the eleventh evening 4 Miss Sara Sampson * 1 was 
performed. 

It is not possible to demand more from art than what 
Mdlle. Henseln achieved in the rdle of Sara, and indeed 
the play altogether was well performed. It is a little too 
long and it is therefore generally shortened at most 
theatres. Whether the author would be well satisfied 
with all these excisions, I almost incline to doubt. We 
know what authors are, if we want to take from them a 
mere bit of padding they cry out: You touch my life! 
It is true that by leaving out parts the excessive length 
of a play is clumsily remedied, and I do not understand 
how it is possible to shorten a scene without changing 
the whole sequence of a dialogue. But if the author 
does not like these foreign abbreviations, why does he 
not curtail it himself, if he thinks it is worth the trouble 
and is not one of those persons who put children into 
the world and then withdraw their hands from them for 
ever. .... 


No.’14. 

Domestic tragedies found a very thorough defender in the 
person of the French art critic who first made ‘ Sara ’ 
known to his nation. As a rule the French rarely approve 
anything of which they have not a model among them¬ 
selves. 

The names of princes and heroes can lend pomp and 
majesty to a play, but they contribute nothing to our 
emotion. The misfortunes of those whose circumstances 
most resemble our own, must naturally penetrate most 

1 By Lessing himself. 
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deeply into our hearts, and if we pity kings, we pity them 
as human beings, not as kings. Though their position 
often renders their misfortunes more important, it does 
not make them more interesting. Whole nations may be 
involved in them, but our sympathy requires an individual 
object and a state is far too much an abstract conception 
to touch our feelings. 

“ We wrong the human heart,” says Marmontel, “ we 
misread nature, if we believe that it requires titles to rouse 
and touch us. The sacred names of friend, father, lover, 
husband, son, mother, of mankind in general, these are far 
more pathetic than aught else and retain their claims for 
ever. What matters the rank, the surname, the genealogy 
of the unfortunate man whose easy good nature towards 
unworthy friends has involved him in gambling and who 
loses over this his wealth and honour and now sighs in 

E rison distracted by shame and remorse ? If asked, who id 
e? I reply: He was an honest man and to add to his 
grief he is a husband and a father; his wife whom he loves 
and who loves him is suffering extreme need and can only 
give tears to the children who clamour for bread. Show 
me in the history of heroes a more touching, a more moral, 
indeed a more tragic situation! And when at last this 
miserable man takes poison and then learns that Heaven 
had willed his release, what is absent, in this painful 
terrible moment, when to the horrors of death are added 
the tortures of imagination, telling him how happily he 
could have lived, what I say is absent to render the situa¬ 
tion worthy of a tragedy ? The wonderful, will be replied. 
What! is there not matter wonderful enough in this sudden 
change from honour to shame, from innocenoe to guilt, 
from sweet peace to despair; in brief, in the extreme 
misfortune into which mere weakness has plunged him !” 

But no matter how much their Diderots and Marmontels 
preach this to the Frenoh, it does not seem as though 
domestic tragedies were coming into vogue among them. 
The nation is too vain, too much enamoured of titles and 
other external favours; even the humblest man desires to 
consort with aristocrats and considers the society of his 
equals as bad society. True, a happy genius can exert great 
influence over his nation. Nature has nowhere resigned 
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her rights and she is perhaps only waiting there for the 
poet who is to exhibit her in all her truth and strength. 

The objections raised by the above critic against the 
Gorman ‘ Sara ’ are in part not without foundation. Yet 
I fancy the author would rather retain all its faults than 
take the trouble of entirely rewriting the play. He recalls 
what Voltaire said on a similar occasion: “ We cannot do 
all that our friends advise. There are such things as 
! necessary faults. To cure a humpbacked man of his hump 
1 we should have to take his life. My child is humpbacked, 
but otherwise it is quite well. ,, 


No. 15. 

The sixteenth evening • Zaire * by Voltaire was per¬ 
formed. “ To those who care for literary history,” says 
M. de Voltaire, “ it will not be displeasing to know how 
this play originated. Various ladies had reproached the 
author because his tragedies did not contain enough about 
love. He replied, that in his opinion, tragedy was not the 
most fitting place for love; still if they would insist on 
having enamoured heroes he also could create them. The 
play was written in eighteen days and received with 
applause. In Paris it is named a Christian tragedy and 
has often been played in place of ‘ Polyeuete.’ ” 

To the ladies therefore we are indebted for this tragedy 
and it will long remain the favourite play of the ladies. A 
young ardent monarch, only subjugated by love; a proud 
conqueror only conquered by love; a Sultan without poly¬ 
gamy ; a seraglio converted into the free and accessible 
abode of an absolute mistress; a forsaken maiden raised to 
the highest pinnacle of fortune, thanks solely to her lovely 
eyes; a heart for which religion and tenderness contest, 
that is divided between its god and its idol, that would like 
to be pious if only it need not cease loving; a jealous man 
who recognises his error and avenges it on himself: if 
these flattering ideas do not bribe the suffrages of the fair, 
sex, then what indeed could bribe them? 

Love itself dictated ‘ Zaire * to Voltaire ! said a polite art 
critic. He would have been nearer the truth had he said 
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gallantry; I know but one tragedy at which love itself has 
laboured and that is ‘Romeo and Juliet’ by Shakespeare. 
It is incontestable, that Voltaire makes his enamoured 
Zaire express her feelings with much nicety and decorum. 
But what is this expression compared with that living 
picture of all the smallest, most secret, artifices whereby 
love steals into our souls, all the imperceptible advantages 
it gains thereby, all the subterfuges with whioh it manages 
to supersede every other passion until it succeeds in holding 
the post of sole tyrant of our desires and aversions? 
Voltaire perfectly understands the—so to speak—official 
language of love; that is to say the language and the tone 
love employs when it desires to express itself with caution 
and dignity, when it would say nothing but what the 
prudish female sophist and the cold critic can justify. Still 
even the most efficient government clerk does not always 
know the most about the secrets of his government; or else 
if Voltaire had the same deep insight as Shakespeare into 
the essence of love, he would not exhibit it here, and 
therefore the poem has remained beneath the capacities 
of the poet. 

Almost the same might be said of jealousy. His iealous 
Orosman plays a sorry figure beside the jealous Othello 
of Shakespeare. And yet Othello has unquestionably 
furnished the prototype of Orosman. Cibber says 1 Vol¬ 
taire avails himself of the brand that lighted the tragic 
pile of Shakespeare. I should have said: a brand from out 
of this flaming pile and moreover one that smoked more 
than it glowed or warmed. In Orosman we hear a jealous 
man speak and we see him commit a rash deed of jealousy, 
but of jealousy itself we learn neither more nor less than 
what we knew before. Othello on the contrary is a com¬ 
plete manual of this deplorable madness; there we can 
learn all that refers to it and awakens it and how we may 
avoid it. 

But is it always Shakespeare, always and eternally 
Shakespeare who understood everything better than the 

1 “ From English plays, Zara’s French author fir’d 
Confessed his Muse, beyond herself inspir’d, 

From rack'd Othello’s rage, he raised his style 
And snatched the brand that lights this tragic pile/’ 



270 


LESSING’S PEOSE WORKS. 


fNo. 15. 


French, I hear my readers ask ? That annoys ns, because 
we cannot read him. I seize this opportunity to remind 
the public of what it seems purposely to have forgotten. 
We have a translation of Shakespeare. It is scarcely 
finished and yet seems already forgotten. Critics have 
spoken ill of it. I have a mind to speak very well of it. 
Not in order to contradict these learned men, nor to de¬ 
fend the faults they have discovered, but because I believe 
there is no need to make so much ado about these faults. 
The undertaking was a difficult one, and any other person 
than Herr Wieland would have made other slips in their 
haste, or have passed over more passages from ignorance 
or laziness and what parts he has done well few will do 
better. Any way his rendering of Shakespeare is a book 
that cannot be enough commended among us. We have 
much to learn yet from the beauties he has given to us, 
before the blemishes wherewith he has marred them offend 
us so greatly that we require a new translation. 

To return to ‘ Zaire/ It was brought out on the Parisian 
stage in 1733 by the author; and three years after it was 
translated into English and played in London at Drury 
Lane. The translator was Aaron Hill, himself no mean 
dramatic poet. This greatly flattered Voltaire, and what 
he said of it in his dedication to the Englishman Falkener 
deserves to be read, for it is in his peculiar strain of proud 
humility. Only we must not think everything is as true 
as he asserts. 

Woe to him who does not always read Voltaire’s 
writings in the sceptical spirit wherein he has written a 
portion of them. 

For instance, he says to his English friend “ Your poets 
had a custom to which even Addison himself submitted; 
for custom is as mighty as reason or law. This unreason¬ 
able custom was that every act must be concluded by 
verses that are in quite another style from the rest of the 
play, and also these verses must of necessity contain a 
comparison. Phaedra before her exit, compares herself 
poetically to a stag, Cato to a rock, and Cleopatra to chil¬ 
dren who weep themselves to sleep. The translator of 
‘Zaire’ is the first who has ventured to maintain the 
laws of nature against such an abnormal taste. He has 
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abolished this custom, for he felt that passion must speak 
its own language and that the poet must everywhere 
conceal himself in order that we may recognise the hero.” 

There are only three untruths in this passage; that is 
not much for M. de Voltaire. It is true that the English 
since Shakespeare or perhaps even before him, had the 
habit of ending their blank verse acts with a few rhyming 
lines. But that these rhyming lines consisted only of 
comparisons, that they necessarily contained such com¬ 
parisons, is entirely false; and I cannot imagine how 
M. de Voltaire could say such things to the face of an 
Englishman who might also be presumed to have read the 
tragic poets of his nation. Secondly it is not true that 
Hill departed from this custom in his translation of 
‘ Zaire.’ It is indeed almost incredible that M. de Vol¬ 
taire should not have looked more closely at a translation 
of his own play than I or some one else. And yet so it 
must be. For as certainly aB it is in blank verse, so cer¬ 
tainly does every act close with two or four rhymed lines. 
Comparisons, it is true, they do not contain, but as I said, 
among all the rhymed lines with which Shakespeare and 
Jonson and Dry den and Lee and Otway and Bowe and 
all the rest conclude their acts, there are certainly a hun¬ 
dred against five that likewise do not contain them. 
Therefore where is Hill’s speciality? But even had he 
had the speciality that Voltaire confers on him, it is not 
true, in the third place, that his example has had the influ¬ 
ence that Voltaire accords it. To this hour as many if 
not more tragedies appear in England whose acts end 
with rhymes, than those that do not. Hill himself has 
never entirely abandoned the old custom even in those 
plays he has written since the translation of * Zaire.’ And 
what does it matter whether we hear rhymes at the end 
or no ? If they are there, they may perhaps be useful to 
the orchestra to warn them to take up their instruments; 
a sign which in this way would be more prettily given 
out of the play itself than by means of a whistle or other 
signal. 



272 


lessing’s prose works. 


[No. 16. 


No. 16. 

In Hill’s day English actors were somewhat unnatural, 
and especially their acting of tragedy was wild and exag¬ 
gerated, when they wished to express violent emotions 
they screamed and behaved like maniacs, and the rest 
they drawled off with a stilted pompous solemnity that 
betrayed the comedian in every syllable. When there¬ 
fore Hill intended to have his translation of 4 Zaire ’ per¬ 
formed, he confided the rdle of Zaire to a young person 
who had never yet acted in tragedies. He concluded 
thus: this young person has feeling, voice, figure, and 
decorum, she does not need to unlearn faults, and if she 
can be persuaded to be for a few hours what she repre¬ 
sents, then she may speak as she likes and all will go well. 
And it did go well, and the theatrical pedants who had 
maintained against Hill that only a very practised and 
experienced person could do justice to this part, were 
silenced. This young actress was the wife of the come¬ 
dian Colley Cibber and her first attempt in her eighteenth 
year was a chef-d'oeuvre. It is curious that the French 
actress who played Zaire first was also a debutante. 

The young fascinating Mdlle. Gossin became suddenly 
famous through Zaire, and even Voltaire himself was so 
enchanted that he lamented his age very piteously. 

The rdle of Orosman was played by a connexion of 
Hill’s, no actor by profession but a man of position. He acted 
from mere love of the art, and had no hesitation in appear¬ 
ing in public and exhibiting a talent that is as estimable 
as any other. In England examples are not rare of such 
distinguished persons who act merely for their pleasure. 
44 All that appears strange to us in this,” says M. de Vol¬ 
taire, 44 is that it appears strange. We should reflect that 
all things in the world depend on custom and opinion. 
The French court formerly danced on the stage with opera 
singers, and nothing further is thought about it except 
that this mode of entertainment is gone out of fashion. 
What is the difference between the two arts but that the 
one is far above the other ? as talents that require mind 
are above mere bodily agility. . . . 

It is curious how far the German taste is removed from 
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the Italian. The Italians find Voltaire too short, we find 
him too long. Scarcely has Orosman spoken his last 
words and given himself the death-thrust than down goes 
our curtain. But is it really true that German taste de¬ 
mands this? We curtail many plays thus, but why do 
we so curtail them ? Do we seriously require that a tra¬ 
gedy should end like an epigram ? always with the point 
of the dagger or with the last sigh of the hero? Whence 
do we grave slow Germans take this impetuous impatience 
that will not suffer us to listen to anything more as soon 
as the execution is over, even if it were the fewest of words 
and quite necessary to the proper conclusion of the play ? 
But I search in vain for the cause of a thing that is not. Our 
blood is calm enough to allow of our listening to the poet 
until the end, if only the actor would let us. We would 
gladly listen to the last will of the magnanimous Sultan 
and admire and pity Nerestan, but we are not allowed. 
Why are we not allowed ? To this why I know no be¬ 
cause. Are' the Orosman actors to blame ? It is obvious 
why they might like to have the last word—stabbed and 
applauded. Well, we must pardon little vanities to artists. 

Among no nation has 4 Zaire ’ found a severer critic than 
among the Dutch. Frederick Duim, perhaps a relation of 
the famous Amsterdam actor of that name, found so much 
to object to in it, that it was really less trouble to make 
a better one. He really did make another! 1 

In this Zaire’s conversion plays the chief part, the Sultan 
conquers his love and sends back Christian Zaire into her 
fatherland with all the pomp due to her contemplated 
dignity, while old Lusignan dies of joy. Who wants to 
know more about this ? The only unpardonable fault of 
a tragic poet is this, that he leaves us cold; if he interests 
us he may do as he likes with the little mechanical rules. 
It is easy for the Duims to blame, but they must not try to 
bend the bow of Ulysses. I say this because I do not wish 
conclusions drawn from Duim’s unsuccessful improvement 
as to the untenability of his criticisms. Duim’s objections 
are well founded in part, and especially has he remarked 
the indecorum of Voltaire’s choice of scene and the 

1 Zaire, bekeerde 1’urkinne. Treurspiel, Amsterdam. 1745. 
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awkwardness of the exits and entrances without sufficient 
reason. Neither has he overlooked the absurdity of the 
sixth scene in the third act. “ Orosman,” he says, “ comes 
to fetch Zaire from the mosque; Zaire refuses to go without 
giving the smallest reason for this refusal, she departs 
and Orosman is left standing like a fool (f als eenen 
lafhartigen’). Is that in accordance with his dignity? 
Does it rhyme with his character ? Why does he not urge 
Zaire to explain herself? Why does he not follow her into 
the seraglio ? Might he not follow her thither ?” But my 
good Duim, if Zaire had explained herself clearly, whence 
should the other acts have come? Would not the whole 
tragedy have been destroyed ? Quite so, the second scene 
of the third act is absurd. Orosman again comes to Zaire 
and Zaire again departs without the least explanation, and 
Orosman, good soul (“ dien goeden hals ”) consoles himself 
again by a monologue. But as I said before, the uncer¬ 
tainty or complication had to continue until the fifth act; 
[and if the whole catastrophe hangs on a hair, many more 
[important things in this life hang on nothing stronger. 

In other respects the last-named scene is the one in which 
the actor who plays Orosman can show his highest art in 
all the modest splendour which only delicate connoisseurs 
can appreciate. He must change from one emotion to 
another and must make this dumb transition so naturally 
that the spectator is not carried away by a leap, but by a 
series of rapid but still perceptible gradations. 

No. 17. 

J’he seventeenth evening, ‘Sydney’ by Gresset wafe 
performed. • 

This play was first brought out in 1745. A comedy 
against suicide could find little favour in Paris. The 
French said: This is a play for London. I do not know 
about that. The English might perhaps find ‘ Sydney ’ 
a little un-English, he does not act quickly enough, he 
philosophizes too much before his act, and after he has 
committed it, too little; his remorse might seem like con¬ 
temptible pusillanimity. Indeed to be thus imposed on by 
a French man-servant would be deemed by many shame 
enough to justify hanging. 
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But such as the play is, it seems very good for us 
Germans. We like to cloak a folly with a little philo- 
. sophy, and do not find it at variance with our honour if we 
are held back from a stupid step and are forced to confess 
that we have philosophized falsely. 

*••«••• 

On the eighteenth evening the 4 Ghost with the Drum ’ 
was played. 

p This piece really originates from the English of Addison. 
Addison wrote only one tragedy and one comedy. Dra -1 
matic poetry was not his speciality; but a good head| 
always knows how to set about a matter and therefore 
his two plays are very estimable works, even though they 
do not contain the highest beauties of their genus. In both 
he tried to approach to the French unities and rules, but 
given twenty Addisons and these rules will never be to 
the taste of the English. Let those be satisfied therewith 
who know no higher beauties. 


No. 18. 

On the twenty-first evening Marivaux’s comedy, 4 The 
False Intimacies ’ was performed. 

Marivaux worked nearly half a century for the Parisian 
theatres, his first play dates from 1712, he died in 1763 
aged seventy-two. The number of his comedies amounts 
to some thirty, of which more than two-thirds possess a 
harlequin, because he composed them for the Italian stage. 
To these 4 The False Intimacies ’ belongs, which was played 
in 1763 without much success, and was then brought out 
again two years after and met with great applause. 

His plays, rich as they are in manifold characters and 
complications, still resemble one another closely. In all 
there is the same dazzling and often too far-fetched wit; 
the same metaphysical analysis of passions; the same 
flowery neological .language. His plots are of a limited 
range, but like a true Kallipides of his art, he knows how 
to traverse this range in a variety of tiny and yet plainly 
emphasised steps, so that in the end we fancy that we have 
compassed a large tract under his guidance. 

t 2 
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Sine© Frau Neuber, sub auspiciis of His Magnificence, 
Professor Gottsched, openly banished harlequin from her 
theatre, all German stages, that lay claim to correct taste, 
seem to have indorsed this banishment. I say seem 
advisedly, for at bottom they have only abolished the 
coloured jacket and the name, and retained the fool. Frau 
Neuber herself acted a number of plays in which harlequin 
was the chief personage. Only she called harlequin Jacky, 
and he was dressed in white instead of in many colours* 
Truly this is a great triumph achieved by good taste! 

‘The False Intimacies’ has its harlequin, who has 
become Peter in the German translation. Frau Neuber is 
dead, Gottsched is dead, I think we might put his jacket 
on him again. Seriously, if he can be tolerated under a 
strange name, why then not under his own? “He is a 
foreign creation ” they say. What matters that ? I would 
all fools among us were foreigners! “ He dresses as no 

one dresses amongst us. ,, This relieves us from the neces¬ 
sity of saying who he is. “ It is absurd to see the same 
individual appear every day in a different way.” We must 
not look upon him as an individual but as a species. It is 
not harlequin who appears to-day in ‘ Trinon/ to-morrow 
in ‘ The Falcon/ the day after in 4 The False Intimacies ’ 
like a ubiquitous gamin , but there are harlequins and 
harlequins, and the species admits of a thousand varieties. 
He in 4 Trinon’ is not the one in 4 The Falcon the latter 
lived in Greece, the other in France. It is only because 
their characters have the same essential traits that they 
have retained the same name. Why should we be more 
captious, more choice in our pleasures, and give way more 
to jejune hypercriticisms than—I will not say the French 
and Italians—but than even the Greeks and Homans ? Was 
their parasite aught but our harlequin ? Had he not his 
especial peculiar dress in which he appeared in one play 
after another ? Had the Greeks not an especial drama into 
which Satyrs had at all times to be introduced, whether or 
no they fitted into the story of the play ? 

On the twenty-second evening M. du Belloy’s 4 Zelmire 
was played. 

The name Du Belloy cannot be unfamiliar to any one 
who is not quite a stranger to modem French literature. 
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No. 18 .] 

The author of * The Siege of Calais *! If this play does 
not merit all the noise the French made about it, yet the 
noise itself reflects honour on the French. It showed them 
as a nation that is jealous of its fame; that has not for¬ 
gotten the great deeds of its ancestors and that, convinced 
of the worth of a poet* and the influence of the theatre 
upon morality and manners, does not reckon the one 
among its useless members, or the other as an object con¬ 
cerning only busy idlers. How far in this respect* are we 
Germans behind the French ! To say it right out, com¬ 
pared with them we are true barbarians ! Barbarians more 
barbaric than our oldest ancestors who deemed a minstrel 
a man of worth, and who, for all their indifference to art 
and science, would have held the question whether a bard - 
or one who deals with bearskins and amber was the 
more useful citizen, to be the question of a fool. I may 
look about me in Germany where I will, the town has 
yet to be built which might be expected to have a 
thousandth part of the esteem and gratitude for a German 
poet, that Calais has had for Du Belloy. It may be called 
French vanity; how far we must still advance before we 
could even be capable of such vanity. And what marvel ? 
Our scholars themselves are petty enough to encourage 
the nation in its contempt for everything that does not fill 
the purse. If we speak of a work of genius, whichever 
you will, if we speak of encouragement to artists, if we 
express the wish that a rich flourishing city should help 
by mere sympathy towards furnishing a decent place of 
recreation for men whose work obliges them to bear the 
heat and burden of the day, or a useful amusement for 
those who have no business (at least the theatre may lay 
claim to this), what do we hear and see ? It is not only 
the usurer, Albinus, who exclaims: Heaven be praised 
that our citizens have more important things to do. 

“ Eu! 

Bern poteris servare tuam!-” 

More important ? More lucrative; that I admit. For 
certainly nothing is lucrative amongst us that has the 
least connexion with the fine arts. But— 
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“ --haec animos aerugo ©t cura peculi 

Cum semel imbuerit-” 

But I forget myself. How does all this belong to ‘ Zel- 
mire ’ ? 

Du Belloy was a young man who wanted or was to 
study law. “ Was to ” will probably be nearer the truth. 
For the love of the stage retained the upper hand, he put 
aside the Bartolus and became a comedian. For some 
time he played at Brunswick in the French troupe, and 
wrote several plays; he then returned to his fatherland 
and soon became as happy and famous, thanks to a few tra¬ 
gedies, as law could ever have made him, even if he had 
become a Beaumont. Woe to the young German genius 
that should tread this path! Contempt and beggary 
would be his certain lot! 

Du Belloy’s first tragedy was called ‘ Titus,’ ‘ Zelmire * 
was his second. ‘ Titus ’ found no favour and was only, 
played once. But ‘Zelmire’ found the more favour; it 
was played fourteen consecutive times and the Parisians 
are not sated yet. The subject is of the author’s own 
invention. 

A French critic 1 took this occasion to declare himself 
against tragedies of this species. “We should have pre¬ 
ferred,” he said, “a subject drawn from history. The 
annals of the world are so rich in notorious crimes, and 
the especial purpose of tragedy is to present to our admi¬ 
ration and imitation the great deeds of real heroes. In 
thus paying the tribute posterity owes to their ashes, we 
also fire the hearts of contemporaries with the noble 
desire to resemble them. It will be objected that ‘ Zaire,’ 
‘Alzire,’ ‘Mahomet,’ are the creations of fancy. The two 
former names are creations, but the foundations of the 
stories are historical. There really were crusades in which, 
Christians and Turks hated and murdered one another for 
the honour of God, their common father. At the conquest 
of Mexico the great and happy contrasts between European 
and American manners, between false sentiment and true 
religion had necessarily to evince themselves. And as for 


Journal Encyclopedique, Juillet 1762. 
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‘ Mahomet,’ it is the epitome, the quintessence so to speak, 
of the life of this impostor: fanaticism shown in action; 
the most beautiful and philosophical picture that has 
ever been drawn of this dangerous monster.” 

No. 19. 

It is permitted to everybody to have their own taste, 
and it is laudable to be able to give the reasons why we 
hold such taste. But to give to the reasons by which we 
justify it a character of generality, and thus make it out 
to be the only true taste if these be correct, means ex¬ 
ceeding the limits permitted to the investigating amateur 
and instituting oneself an independent lawgiver. The 
French critic above quoted begins with a modest “we 
should have preferred,” and then passes on to pronounce 
such universally binding dicta, that we could almost be¬ 
lieve this “we” was the utterance of personified criticism. 
A true art critic deduces no rules from his individual taste, 
but has formed his taste from rules necessitated by the 
nature of the subject. 

Now Aristotle has long ago decided how far the tragic 
poet need regard historical accuracy: not farther than it re¬ 
sembles a well-constructed fable wherewith he can combine 
his intentions. He does not make use of an event because it 
really happened, but because it happened in such a manner 
as he will scarcely be able to invent more fitly for his pre¬ 
sent purpose. If he finds this fitness in a true case, then 
the true case is welcome; but to search through history 
books does not reward his labour. And how many know 
what has happened ? If we only admit the possibility that 
something c$n happen from the fact that it has happened, 
what prevents us from deeming an entirely fictitious fable 
a really authentic occurrence, of which we have never heard 
before ? What is the first thing that makes a history pro¬ 
bable ? Is it not its internal probability ? And is it not a 
matter of indifference whether this probability be confirmed 
by no witnesses or traditions, or by such as have never 
come within our knowledge ? It is assumed quite without 
reason, that it is one of the objects of the stage, to keep 



280 


lessing’s prose works. 


[No. 19. 


alive the memory of great men. For that we have his¬ 
tory and not the stage. From the stage we are not to 
learn what such and such an individual man has done, but 
what every man of a certain character would do under, 
certain given circumstances. The object of tragedy is 
more philosophical than the object of history, and it is de¬ 
grading her from her true dignity to employ her as a mere 
panegyric of famous men or to misuse her to feed national 
pride. 

The translation of‘Zelmire* is in prose. But would 
we not rather hear nervous melodious prose than vapid 
and forced verses ? Among all our rhymed translations 
there will be scarcely half a dozen that are tolerable. 
And I must not even be taken at my word and asked 
to name them! . . . 

But does it repay our labour to expend industry on 
French verses until we have produced some in our lan¬ 
guage as watery and correct, as grammatical and cold? 
If on the contrary we transfer the whole poetical dross of 
the French into our prose, our prose will not through this 
become very poetical. It will be still far removed from 
the hybrid tone that has resulted out of the prose transla¬ 
tions of English poets, in which the use of the bold meta¬ 
phors and images, together with a measured cadenced 
construction, recalls drunkards who dance without music. 
The expressions will, at most, not be raised above every¬ 
day speech, more than theatrical declamation should be 
raised above the common tone of social conversation. And 
therefore I wish our prosaic translators right many imita¬ 
tors, although I am not at all of the opinion of Houdar de 
la Motte, that metre is of itself a childish constraint to 
which the dramatic poet least of all should submit. Fot 
here the only question is to choose the lesser of two evils; 
either to sacrifice sense and emphasis to versification, or to 
sacrifice the latter to the former. Houdar de la Motte can 
be pardoned for his opinion, he was thinking of a language 
in which the rhythm of poetry is mere tickling of the ears, 
and cannot contribute to the strength of expressions. In 
our language on the other hand it is something more, we 
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approach far more closely to the Greeks who were able to 
indicate by the mere rhythm of their verses what passions 
were expressed. The French verses have only the value 
of surmounted difficulties, and certainly this is a miserable 
value. 

Herr Borchers played the part of Antenor uncommonly 
well . . . Herr Borchers has very much talent and this 
alone should insure our favourable opinion of him, that he 
is as ready to act old parts as young ones. This shows his 
love for his art, and a connoisseur thus distinguishes him 
at once from many other young actors who want for ever to 
shine on the stage, and whose petty vanity to be seen and 
admired in nothing but gallant amiable parts often con¬ 
stitutes their foremost and only vocation for the stage. 


No. 21. 

On the twenty-seventh evening ‘Nanine,’ by M. de 
Voltaire, was performed. 

‘Nanine’? asked so-called critics when this piece first 
appeared in 1749. What sort of a title is that? What 
idea does that give us? Nothing more and nothing 
less than a title should. A title must be no bill of fare. 
The less it betrays of the contents, the better it is. It is 
better for both poet and spectator. The ancients rarely 
gave to their comedies any other than insignificant titles. 
I barely know three or four that indicate the chief per¬ 
sonage or reveal anything of the plot. To these belong 
Plautus’s Miles Oloriosus. But how is it that no one 
has noticed that only half this title belongs to Plautus ? 
Plautus called his play Oloriosus , as he named another 
Truculentus. Miles must be the addition of some gram¬ 
marian. It is true that the boaster whom Plautus portrays 
is a soldier, but his boasts do not only concern his position 
and his military deeds. He is quite as boastful on the sub¬ 
ject of love; he vaunts himself to be not only the bravest, 
but also the most amiable and beautiful of men. Both can 
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be included in the word gloriosus , but as soon as we add ^ 
Miles, gloriosus is restricted. Perhaps the grammarian who 
made this addition was misled by a passage of Cicero , 1 but 
in this case he should have esteemed Plautus himself more 
than Cicero. Plautus himself says:— 

“ Alazon Graece huic nomen est Comoedice, 

Id nos latine Gloriosum dicimus-” 

And in the passage of Cicero it is by no means established 
that just this play of Plautus is intended. The character 
of a boasting soldier appeared in many plays. Cicero 
may just as well have aimed at the ‘ Thraso ’ of Terence. 
But this is by the way. I remember that I have already 
spoken my opinion on the titles of comedies in general. 
It may be that the subject is not so insignificant. Many 
a bungler has made a bad comedy to a good title and 
merely on account of the good title. I should prefer a 
good comedy with a bad title. If we investigate what 
characters have already been treated, scarcely one can be 
thought of from which the French at least have not 
already named a play. This has been there long ago, is 
the exclamation. And so has this. This is borrowed 
from Moli&re, that from Destouches. Borrowed? That 
comes from these beautiful titles. What right of posses¬ 
sion in a certain character does a poet gain by the fact 
that he takes his title therefrom? If he had used it 
quietly I could also use it quietly again, and no one would 
on that account deem me an imitator. But let a man 
venture to write, for instance, a new Misanthrope. If he 
does not even take a trait from Moliere, yet his misan¬ 
thrope will be always called only a copy. Enough. 
Moliere has used the name first. The other is in the 
wrong that he lives fifty years later and that language 
has not endless varieties of designation for the endless 
varieties of the human mind. 

But if the title ‘ Nanine ’ says nothing, the second title 
says the more: ‘ Nanine, or Prejudice Conquered.’ And 
why should a play not have two titles ? Have we not 
two or three names? Names are given to distinguish, 
and with two names confusion is more difficult than with 

1 De Officiis, lib. I. cap. 38, 
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one. Concerning the second title M. de Voltaire does not 
seem to have been quite decided. In the same edition ot 
his works it is called on one page, ‘ Conquered Prejudice ’ 
and on another, ‘The Man without Prejudices.’ But 
the two do not really differ much. The prejudice in 
question is, that to the formation of a reasonable marriage 
equality of birth and station are requisite. In short, the 
history of Nanine is the history of Pamela. Doubtless 
M. de Voltaire did not wish to use the name Pamela, 
because a few plays had already appeared some years ago 
under that name, which had not met with great success. 
Boissy and De la Chauss^e’s ‘ Pamela ’ are tolerably vapid 
plays, and Voltaire did not need to be Voltaire to make 
something better. 

‘Nanine’ belongs to pathetic comedy. It has also 
many laughable scenes, and only in so far as these laugh¬ 
able scenes alternate with the pathetic, Voltaire would 
admit of them in comedy. An entirely serious comedy, 
wherein we never laugh, not even smile, wherein we 
should rather always weep, is to him a monstrosity. On 
the other hand he finds the transition from the pathetic 
to the comic, and from the comic to the pathetic, very 
natural. Human life is nothing but a constant chain of 
such transitions, and comedy should be a mirror of human 
life. “What is more common,” he says, “than to find 
in one house an angry father who storms; an enamoured 
daughter who sighs, a son who mocks at both, while 
each relative feels something different in the same scene ? 
Very often we sneer in one room at that which is agitating 
the feelings of those in the next room, and not rarely 
the self-same person laughs and cries over the self-same 
subject in the self-same quarter of an hour. A very 
venerable matron sat by the bed of one of her daughters 
who was dangerously ill. She was surrounded by the* 
whole family. She was weeping bitterly, and wringing 
her hands, cried: ‘ 0 God! leave me, leave me this child, 
only this one, you may take all the others instead.’ At 
this moment a man who had married one of the other 
daughters, approached the matron, pulled at her sleeve 
and asked: ‘Madame, the sons-in-law as well?’ The 
cold-bloodedness and the comic tone in which he spoke 
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these words, made such an impression on the afflioted 
lady, that she had to quit the room shaken by laughter, 
all followed her laughing; the invalid herself, when she 
heard it, nearly choked with laughing.” 

“ Homer,” he says in another place “ even allowed his 
gods to laugh while they were deciding the fate of the 
world, over the ludicrous scruples of Vulcan. Hector 
laughs at the fears of his little son while Andromache 
is shedding hot tears. It will even happen that in the 
middle of the horrors of battle, of a fire, or some such 
event, an idea, a casual joke, evokes uncontrollable 
laughter, notwithstanding all our anxiety, all our pity. 
At the battle of Speyer a regiment was commanded to 
give no quarter. A German offioer begged for it, and the 
Frenchman, whom he petitioned, replied: ‘ Ask for what 
you like, sir, only not for life, I cannot accommodate you 
with that! ’ This nawetS ran from mouth to mouth; the 
soldiers laughed and murdered. How much sooner then 
will laughter follow pathetic emotions in a comedy? 
Does not Alcmena touch us? Does not Sosia make us 
laugh ? What miserable and futile labour then, to con¬ 
test this experience l” 

Very good. But does not M. de Voltaire also contend 
against experience when he declares a wholly sejious 
comedy to be a species as tedious as it is faulty? But 
at that time there was no * Cenie,’ no * Pere de famille ’; 
and there is much that genius must really create first, 
before we can recognise it as possible. 

No. 22. 


On the thirtieth evening Thomas Corneille’s play of 
4 The Earl of Essex * was performed. 

This tragedy is almost the only one of the consider¬ 
able number of plays written by the younger Corneille 
that has maintained its character as an acting play on 
the French stage. And I believe it is still more fre¬ 
quently performed on the German stage than on the 
French. It dates from 1678, forty years after Calprenede 
had treated the same theme. 
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“It is certain,” writes Corneille, “that the Earl of 
Essex stood in especial favour with Queen Elizabeth. 
By nature he was proud. The services he had rendered 
to England inflated his pride still more. His enemies 
accused him of a secret understanding with the Earl 
of Tyrone, whom the Irish rebels had chosen as their 
leader. The suspicion that rested on him because of 
this matter, deprived him of the commandership-in- 
chief. He was embittered, returned to London, incited 
the mob to rebel, was arrested, and condemned, and finally 
beheaded on Feb. 25, 1601, because he would not entreat 
pardon. Thus much has history lent me. If I should 
be accused of having violated history in an important 
point, because I have not used the incident of the ring, 
given to the Earl by the Queen as a hostage of her un¬ 
conditional pardon should he ever prove guilty of high 
treason; I must own it would surprise me. I am assured 
that this ring-story is an invention of Calprenede s; at 
least I have found nothing about it in any historian.” 

Unquestionably Corneille was at liberty to use or leave 
alone this incident of the ring; but he went too far when 
he declared it as a poetical invention. Its historical truth 
has recently been placed almost beyond doubt; and such 
careful sceptical historians as Hume and Robertson have 
admitted it into their works. 

Robertson, when speaking in his ‘History of Scot¬ 
land,’ of the deep melancholy that overcame Elizabeth 
shortly before her death, says: “ The common opinion at 
that time and perhaps the most probable was, that it 
flowed from grief for the Earl of Essex. She retained 
an extraordinary regard for the memory of that unfor¬ 
tunate nobleman; and though she often complained of 
his obstinacy, seldom mentioned his name without tears. 
An accident happened soon after her retiring from 
Richmond which revived her affection with new tender¬ 
ness and embittered her sorrows. The Countess of 
Nottingham, being on her death-bed, desired to see the 
Queen, in order to reveal something to her, without dis¬ 
covering which she could not die in peace. When the 
Queen came into her chamber she told her that while 
Essex lay under sentence of death, he was desirous of 
imploring pardon in the manner in which the Queen had 
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herself prescribed, by returning a ring, which during the 
height of his favour she had given him, with a promise 
that if, in any future distress, he sent that back to her as 
a token, it should entitle him to her protection, that 
Lady Scrope was the person he intended to employ in 
order to present it.; that, by a mistake, it was put into 
her hands instead of Lady Scrope’s, and that she, 
having communicated the matter to her husband, one of 
Essex’s most implacable enemies, he had forbid her to 
carry it to the Queen, or return it to the Earl. The 
Countess having thus disolosed her secret, begged the 
Queen’s forgiveness, but Elizabeth, who now saw both the 
malice of the Earl’s enemies, and how unjustly she had 
suspected him of inflexible obstinacy, replied: ‘ God may 
forgive you, but I never can! ’ and left the room in great 
emotion. From that moment her spirit sank entirely, 
she could scarce taste food, she refused all the medicines 
prescribed by her physicians; declaring that she wished 
to die and would live no longer. No entreaty could pre¬ 
vail on her to go to bed; she sat on cushions during ten 
days and nights, pensive and silent, holding her finger 
almost continually in her mouth, with her eyes open and 
fixed on the ground. . . . Wasted at last, as well by 
anguish of mind as by long abstinence, she expired 
without a struggle.” 


No. 23. 

M. de Voltaire has criticised this ‘Essex’ in a very 
curious manner. I should not like to maintain in opposi¬ 
tion to him that ‘Essex’ is an excellent play, but it is 
easy to prove that many of the faults he blames, in part 
are not there at all, or are such petty matters that they 
show on his part a want of proper and dignified perception 
of the nature of tragedy. 

It is one of the weaknesses of M. de Voltaire to be a 
very profound historian. When therefore he criticised 
‘ Essex ’ he mounted this battle-steed and proudly galloped 
round about the arena. What a pity therefore, that all 
the heroic deeds he performed thus mounted, were not 
worth the dust that he raised! 

According to him Thomas Corneille knew little of 
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English history, and happily for the poet, the public of 
his day was yet more ignorant. Now, says M. de Voltaire, 
we know Queen Elizabeth and the Earl of Essex better; 
now such gross blunders against historical accuracy 
would be more sharply censured in a poet. 

And what are these blunders ? Voltaire has reckoned 
out that the queen was sixty-eight years old at the time 
when she caused Essex to be condemned. It would be 
ludicrous therefore, he says, to suppose that love had the 
faintest share in this transaction. Why so? Do no 
ludicrous things happen in this world? Or is it so 
ludicrous to fancy a ludiorous thing has happened? 
Hume tells of the state of agitation and painful un¬ 
certainty in which the queen found herself after the 
verdict had been pronounced on Essex. Revenge and 
inclination, pride and pity, concern for her own safety 
and sorrow for the life of her favourite were at war 
within her; she was perhaps even more to be pitied 
in this state of self-torture than Essex himself. She 
signed and countermanded the warrant for his execution 
time after time; now she was resolved to deliver him 
’•over to death; a moment after and her tenderness for 
him arose afresh and he was to live. Essex’s enemies did 
not lose sight of her, they told her that he himself desired 
to die and that he had asserted that she could never be in 
safety while he lived. It is likely that this proof of 
penitence and concern for the safety of the queen 
produced an effect quite contrary to that intended by 
these enemies. It fanned the flame of the old passion 
she had so long indulged towards the unhappy prisoner. 
But what chiefly hardened her heart against him was 
his supposed obstinacy in never suing for pardon. She 
hourly expected such an application for mercy and it was 
only from anger that it did not come, that she at last 
allowed justice to take its course. 

Why should Elizabeth not have loved in her sixty- 
eighth year, she who so loved to be loved ? she who was 
so flattered when her beauty was praised ? she who was 
so gratified if any seemed to bear her chains ? In every 
respect the world can rarely have seen a vainer woman. 
Her courtiers therefore all simulated love for her and 
employed terms of absurdest gallantry with all appearance 
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of sincerity when addressing Her Majesty. When 
Raleigh fell into disgrace, he wrote a letter to his friend 
Cecil, that was intended beyond doubt to be shown to the 
queen, in which he named her a Yenus, a Diana and I 
know not what else. And yet this goddess already 
numbered sixty years. Five years later Henry Unton, 
her ambassador in France, held the same language to 
her. In short Corneille was amply justified in giving her 
character all the amorous weaknesses whereby he could 
produce the interesting conflict between the tender woman 
and the haughty queen. 

Neither has Corneille falsified or distorted the character 
of Essex. Essex, says Voltaire, was not the hero that 
Corneille makes him, he never did anything remarkable. 
But if he was not this, he believed that he was. The 
destruction of the Armada, the conquest of Cadiz, in 
which Voltaire allows him no share, he held to be so 
much his achievement, that he would not tolerate any one 
else to claim the least honour in the matter. He offered 
to prove it, sword in hand against the Earl of Nottingham 
under whom he had held his command; against each of his 
relations. 

Corneille lets the Earl speak contemptuously of his 
enemies, especially of Raleigh, Cecil and Cobham. Neither 
will Voltaire suffer this. It is not permissible, he says, 
thus to distort modem history and to treat men of such 
noble birth and such great merit thus unworthily. But 
it is not the question here what these men were, but 
what Essex deemed them, and Essex was proud enough 
of his own merits to be convinced they could have none. 

When Corneille lets Essex say that it had depended 
only on his will to mount the throne, he certainly lets 
him say something that was still far removed from truth. 
But Voltaire did not on that account need to exclaim, 
“How? Essex on the throne? And by what right? 
Under what pretence? How could that have been 
possible?” For Voltaire should have recollected that 
Essex descended from the royal house by the maternal 
side, and that there really were adherents of his foolish 
enough to count him among those who could lay olaim 
to the throne. When therefore he entered into secret 
negotiations with King James of Scotland, his first step 
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was to assure him that he himself did not entertain such 
ambitious thoughts. What he thus denied himself is 
not much less than what Corneille lets him assume. 

While therefore Voltaire finds nothing but historical 
perversions throughout the play, he himself is guilty of 
no mean distortions. One of these has been already 
ridiculed by Walpole . 1 

When for example Voltaire desires to name the lovers 
of Queen Elizabeth, he names Robert Dudley and the 
Earl of Leicester. He did not know that both are one 
person and that we might as fitly make the poet Arouet 
and the Chamberlain de Voltaire into two distinct 
persons. His mistake with regard to the box on the 
ear given by the queen to Essex is equally unpardonable. 
It is not true that he received it after his luckless expedi¬ 
tion to Ireland; he had received it long before; and it is 
just as little true that he tried at the time to pacify the 
queen’s anger by the smallest concession, but on the 
contrary he expressed his irritation thereat in the liveliest 
and noblest manner both verbally and in writing. Neither 
did he take the first steps towards reinstatement in the 
royal favour, the queen had to take it. 

But what does the historical ignorance of M. de 
Voltaire concern me ? As little as the historical ignorance 
of Corneille should have concerned him. And in truth I 
only want to defend Corneille against him. 

Granted that the whole of Corneille’s tragedy is a 
romance: if it is pathetic, does it become less pathetic 
because the poet has employed real names ? 

Why does the tragic poet choose real names ? Does he 
take his characters out of these names, or does he take 
these names because the characters that history lends to 
them have more or less resemblance with the characters 
that he intends to portray in his plot ? I do not speak of 
the manner in which most tragedies have perhaps arisen, 
but how they should arise. 

Or to express myself after the usual practice of authors; 
is it the mere facts, the circumstances of time and place, 
or is it the characters of the persons that make the facts 

1 The Castle of Otranto, Pref. 
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a reality, that have ftiduced the author to choose this fact 
rather than another as the subject of his play? If it 
is the characters, then the question is instantly decided 
how far the poet may depart from historical accuracy. 
In all that does not concern the characters, as far as 
he likes. Only the characters must remain sacred to 
him. To strengthen these, to depict them in their best 
light is all that he may add on his own account: the 
smallest essential change would annul the reasons why 
they bear these and not other names, and nothing offends 
us more than that for which we can find no reason. 

No. 24. 

If the character of Corneille’s Elizabeth is the poetical 
ideal of the true character that history has given to this 
queen, if we find in it the irresolution, the contradictions, 
the anxiety, remorse, despair which did befall or could 
really have befallen a proud and tender heart like that of 
Elizabeth under this or that circumstance of life; if these 
feelings, I say, have been portrayed with true colours, 
then the poet has done all that his duty as poet requires 
of him. To examine his work, chronology in hand, to 
bring him before the judgment-seat of history that he 
may produce testimony for every date, for every casual 
allusion even of those persons about whom history itself is 
in doubt, is to mistake his calling, while it is mere 
cavilling when it proceeds from those to whom we cannot 
attribute such misunderstanding. 

True, in M. de Voltaire it might easily be neither 
misunderstanding nor chicane . For Voltaire is himself a 
tragic poet and unquestionably a far greater one than the 
younger Corneille. Otherwise it would be possible to be 
master of an art and yet to have false conceptions con¬ 
cerning that art. And as regards chicane , all the world 
knows that this is not his manner. What looks like it 
occasionally in his works is nothing but waywardness; 
from sheer waywardness he now and then plays the part 
pf historian in poetics, in history that of philosopher, and 
in philosophy that of wit. 

Was he to know for nothing that Elizabeth was sixty- 
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eight years old when she had the earl beheaded ? 
Jealous, in love in her sixty-eighth year! Added to this, 
Elizabeth’s large nose, what ludicrous whimsicalities must 
arise therefrom ! Only after all, these merry drolleries are 
to be found in the commentary on the tragedy, just in the 
very place where they have no business to be. The poet 
would have been justified in saying to his commentator: 
“ My dear Mr. Annotator, these drolleries belong to your 
universal history, not to my text. For it is false that 
my Elizabeth is sixty-eight years old. Pray show me 
where I have said so. What is there in my play that 
hinders you from assuming her to be about the same age 
as Essex? You say: But she was not the same age. 
Which she ? The Elizabeth in your ‘ Rapin de Thoyras ’; 
that may be. But why did you read ‘ Rapin de 
Thoyras’? Why are you so learned? Why do you 
confound that Elizabeth with mine? Do you seriously 
believe that the remembrance of what they have read in 
‘Rapin de Thoyras’ at some past time will be more 
vividly present to this or that person among the audience, 
than the sensuous impression that a well-formed actress 
in her prime will make upon him ? For he sees my 
Elizabeth, and his own eyes convince him that it is not 
your sexagenarian Elizabeth. Or will he believe ‘ Rapin 
de Thoyras ’ more than his own eyes ? ” 

Thus also could the poet explain the part of Essex. 
“ Your Essex in ‘ Rapin de Thoyras,’ ” he could say, “ is 
only the embryo of mine. What that one assumes to be, 
mine is; what that one would perhaps have done for the 
queen under favourable circumstances, mine has done. 
Why you hear that the queen herself admits this. 
Will you not believe my queen as much as ‘Rapin de 
Thoyras’s ’ ? My Essex is a man of worth, a great man, 
but proud and inflexible. Yours was in truth neither 
great, nor proud, nor inflexible; so much the worse for 
him. It suffices for me that he was great and inflexible 
enough to justify me in giving his name to the character 
I have abstracted therefrom.” 

In short, tragedy is not history in dialogue. History is 
for tragedy nothing but a storehouse of names wherewith 
we are used to associate certain characters. If the poet 

V 2 
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finds in history circumstances that are convenient for the 
adornment or individualising of his subject; well, let him 
use them. Only this should be counted as little a merit 
as the contrary is a crime. 

Excepting this point of historical accuracy, I am very 
ready to subscribe to the rest of M. de Voltaire’s criticism. 

‘ Essex ’ is a mediocre play, both as regards intrigue and 
style. To make the earl the sighing lover of an Ireton; 
to bring him to the scaffold more from despair that she 
cannot be his, than from a noble pride which will not let 
him descend to excuses and prayers: that was the most 
unfortunate conception that Corneille ever conceived, but 
which, as a Frenchman, he could not help having. The 
style which is weak in the original, has become almost 
abject in the translation. But taken as a whole, the play 
does not want in interest, and has here and there some 
felicitous lines, that are however happier in French than 
in German. “ The actors,” adds M. de Voltaire, “ par¬ 
ticularly the provincial ones, are very fond of playing the 
part of Essex, because they can appear with an embroi¬ 
dered ribbon under their knee and a large blue ribbon 
over their shoulders. The earl is a hero of the first 
order, who is pursued through envy: this makes an 
impression. Moreover, the number of good tragedies 
that exist among all the nations on the globe is so small, 
that those which are not quite bad, will still attract 
spectators, if only they are supported by good actors.” 

He confirms this general statement by various separate 
observations, that are as acute as they are correct, and 
which it might be well to recall at a future representa¬ 
tion. I will therefore retail the chief of these here, 
firmly convinced that criticism does not interfere with 
enjoyment and that those who have learnt to judge a 
piece the most severely are always those that visit the 
theatre the most frequently. 

“ The part of Cecil is a secondary and a very chilly 
one. To paint such fawning flatterers the poet must be 
master of those colours wherewith Racine painted his 
Narcissus. The Duchess of Ireton as he paints her is a 
sensible, virtuous woman, who neither desired to draw 
down on herself the anger of her queen by her love for the 
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earl, nor wished to marry her lover. This character would 
be very fine if it possessed more life and if it at all contri¬ 
buted towards the unravelling of the plot; hut here it 
only stands in the character of a friend. That is not 
sufficient for the stage. 

“ It seems to me that all that is said and done by the 
persons in this tragedy is still lame, confused, and indis¬ 
tinct. Action must be definite, the plot clear and every 
Sentiment plain and natural; these are the primary and 
essential rules. But what does Essex want? What is 
Elizabeth’s intention? Wherein does the earl’s crime 
consist ? Is he guilty or is he wrongfully accused ? If 
the queen thinks him innocent she must take his part. 
If he is guilty, then it is very absurd to let his confidante 
say that he is far too proud even to sue for mercy. This 
pride would suit a virtuous innocent hero, but does not 
become a man who is convicted of high treason. He is to 
humiliate himself, says the queen. Ought that to be her 
real disposition if she loves him? If he does humble 
himself, if he has accepted her pardon, will he love 
Elizabeth more than before ? I love him a hundred times 
more than myself, says the queen. Ah, Madam, if it has 
come to this point, if your passion has become so ardent, 
why then do you not examine into your lover’s accusa¬ 
tions yourself, instead of permitting his enemies to per¬ 
secute him and oppress him in your name, as is affirmed 
though without reason, throughout the whole play. 

“Neither is it possible to discern whether the earl’s 
friend, Salisbury, deems him innocent or guilty. He 
represents to the queen that appearances are often decep¬ 
tive, that everything was to be feared-from the party 
feeling and injustice of his judges. Nevertheless, he 
appeals to the queen’s mercy. Why need he do this, if 
he did not hold his friend guilty ? What is the spectator 
to believe? He does not know what to make either of 
the earl’s conspiracy or of the queen’s regard for him. 

“Salisbury tells the queen that the earl’s signature 
has been forged. Yet it does not occur to the queen to 
investigate such an important point. Nevertheless as a 
queen and as a lover she was bound so to do. She does 
not even reply to this suggestion which she should have 



294 


[No. 25. 


mssing’s prose works. 

seized upon eagerly. She only replies that the earl is 
too proud and that she insists upon his suing for mercy. 

“ But why should he sue for mercy if his signature was 
forged?” 


No. 25. 

“ Essex himself protests his innocence; but why will 
he die rather than convince the queen? His enemies 
have calumniated him; he can destroy them by a single 
word; why does he not do so ? Is that in accordance with 
the character of a proud man? If his love for Ireton 
makes him act thus unreasonably the poet should have 
shown him more under the mastery of this passion 
throughout the play. The heat of passion can excuse 
everything, but we do not see him in this heat. 

“ The pride of the queen is in constant opposition to 
the pride of Essex; such a contest can please cheaply. 
But if it is only pride that makes them act thus, then 
both in Elizabeth and in Essex it is mere obstinacy. Ho 
is to crave my pardon; I will not crave her pardon; this 
is the eternal burden. The spectator must forget that 
Elizabeth is either very absurd or very unjust, wnen she 
demands that the earl is to crave pardon for a crime 
which neither he has committed nor she investigated. 
He must forget this and he really does forget it, to occupy 
himself only with the sentiments of pride that are so flat¬ 
tering to the human heart. 

“ In short, no single part in this tragedy is what it 
should be, all are perverted and yet the play has pleased. 
Whence this pleasure ? Obviously out of the situation of 
the personages that is touching in itself. A great man 
who is led to the scaffold will always interest; the repre¬ 
sentation of his fate makes an impression even without 
the help of poetry; very nearly the same impression that 
reality itself would make.” 

So much is the tragic poet dependent on his choice of 
subject. Through this alone the weakest and most con¬ 
fused play can achieve a kind of success, and I do not 
know how it is that in such plays good actors always 
show themselves to best advantage. A masterpiece is 
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rarely as well represented as it is written. Mediocrity 
always fares better with the actors. Perhaps because 
they can put more of themselves into the mediocre; per¬ 
haps because the mediocre leaves us more time and repose 
to observe their acting; perhaps because in the mediocre 
everything turns upon one or two prominent characters, 
whereas in a more perfect play every person demands a 
first-rate actor, and if they are not this, in spoiling their 
part they also help to spoil the whole. 

In ‘ Essex * all these and various other causes combine. 
Neither the earl nor the queen is delineated by the poet 
with such force that their parts cannot be strengthened 
by the actors. Essex does not speak so proudly but that 
the actor can show greater pride in every posture, every 
look, every situation. Indeed it is essential to pride that 
it express itself more by outward bearing than by words. 
Essex’s words are often modest, and he lets us see rather 
than hear, that it is a proud modesty. This rdle must 
therefore necessarily gain in representation. Neither can 
idle subordinate parts have an evil influence upon him; 
the more subduedly Cecil and Salisbury are performed, 
idie more prominent will Essex be. I need therefore 
not relate in detail, how excellently Eckhof performed 
that which even the most indifferent actor cannot wholly 
spoil. 

This is not quite the case with Elizabeth’s part, yet 
even she can scarcely fail utterly. Elizabeth is as 
affectionate as she is proud, and I willingly believe 
that a female heart can be both at once, but how an 
actress can represent both well, that I do not properly 
comprehend. In nature we do not ascribe much tender¬ 
ness to a proud woman, nor much pride to a tender 
one. We do not ascribe it, I say; for the distinctive 
signs of the one contradict the signs of the other. It is 
a miracle if both are equally exhibited; and if one of 
these is especially in her power, then the passion that ex¬ 
presses itself through the other can be felt, but scarcely 
we believe, felt as powerfully as she says. Now how 
can an actress go beyond nature? If her figure is ma¬ 
jestic, if her voice is full and masculine, if her mien is 
bold, if her movements are rapid and decided, then the 
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proud parts will be rendered admirably by her; but how 
about the tender ones ? If, on the other hand, her figure 
is less imposing, if her looks speak gentleness, her eyes a 
modest fire, her voice more melody than majesty, her 
movements more grace and dignity than power and in¬ 
tellect, then the tender parts will be rendered admirably 
by her, but how about the proud ones ? She will not mar 
them, certainly not, she will exhibit them sufficiently, we 
shall see an offended angry lover in her, only no Elizabeth 
who was masculine enough to send home her general and 
lover with a box on the ear. I think therefore, that the 
actresses who could exhibit to us this twofold Elizabeth 
with equal skill, are even rarer than the Elizabeths them¬ 
selves, and we can and must be satisfied if one half of the 
character is played well and the other half is not totally 
overlooked. 

Madame Loewen pleased greatly in the part of Eliza¬ 
beth, and applying my general remark to her, she let us 
see and hear more of the tender woman than the proud 
monarch. Her figure, her voice, her modest action led 
us to expect nothing else, and I think that our enjoyment 
lost nothing thereby. For if one part of this character 
must of necessity obscure the other, if it cannot be but 
that either the queen or the loving woman must suffer, 
I think it is preferable that something of the pride of 
the queen be lost, rather than the tenderness of the loving 
woman. 

It is not only my individual opinion when I judge 
thus ; still less is it my intention thereby to compliment 
a lady who would still be a great artist, whether or no 
she had succeeded in this part. I only know one way in 
which to flatter an artist of my own or of the other sex ; 
and this consists in assuming that they are far removed from 
all vanity, that art is above all else in their estimation, 
that they like to be judged openly and freely, and would 
now and then be criticized falsely rather than seldom. 
Whoever does not understand such flattery, in him I 
must confess myself mistaken and he does not deserve 
that we should study him. The true artist will not even 
believe that we see and comprehend his perfections, how¬ 
ever much noise we may make about them, until he 
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perceives that we also have an eye and an ear for his 
shortcomings. He will smile to himself at our unreserved 
admiration, and only the praise of him who also has 
courage to blame him, will touch him nearly. 

I was about to say that reasons might be assigned why 
the actress should emphasize the tender rather than the 
proud Elizabeth. She must be proud, that is conceded 
and that she is proud, we hear. The question is only, 
whether she should appear more tender than proud, or 
more proud than tender; whether if we have the choice 
between two actresses we should rather elect her as 
Elizabeth who can express the offended queen with all 
the attributes of vengeful severity and majesty, or her 
who can play the jealous loving woman with all her 
injured feelings of slighted lovfe, with all her readiness to 
pardon the beloved criminal, with all her anxiety at his 
obstinacy, her sorrow at his loss ? And I say; the latter. 

For, in the first place, the repetition of the same 
character is thus avoided. Essex is proud, and if Elizabeth 
is to be proud also, she must be so in a / different way. If 
in the earl tenderness is subordinate to pride, in the 
queen tenderness must vanquish her pride. If Essex 
assumes a higher tone than belongs to him, then the 
queen must appear to be something less than she is. To 
let both walk on stilts, their noses in the air, looking 
down with contempt upon all around them, would be 
tedious monotony. We must not be led to think that 
Elizabeth, if she were in Essex’s place, would act like 
Essex. The result shows that she is more flexible, she 
must therefore from the beginning be less haughty in 
her bearing. The person who is established by external 
position in a high place, needs to make less effort than 
he who has won this place through his own inner power. 
We know for all that, that Elizabeth is the queen, even if 
Essex gives himself more royal airs. 

Secondly it is more fitting to tragedy that the cha¬ 
racters should rise in their sentiments, not descend in them. 
It is preferable that a tender character should have 
moments of pride, rather than that a proud one should be 
carried away by tenderness. The one is elevating, the 
other rather the contrary. A grave queen, with wrinkled 
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brow, a look that intimidates all, a voice that alone would 
command obedience, if such a one breaks out into 
love-sick moans and sighs for the little satisfactions of 
her passions, it is almost, almost ludicrous. A lover on 
the other hand who is reminded by her jealousy that she 
is a queen, raises herself above herself, and her weakness 
becomes terrible. 

No. 26. 


The thirty-second evening ‘ Semiramis * by M. de 
Voltaire was repeated. 

Since the orchestra in our dramas in a measure fills the 
place of the ancient choruses, connoisseurs have long 
desired that the music played before and between the 
acts, should be* more in acoord with the substance of 
these acts. Herr Scheibe is the first among musicians to 
perceive a wholly new field for art in this matter. He has 
comprehended that if the emotions of the spectators are 
not to be weakened or broken in an unpleasant manner, 
every drama requires its own musical accompaniment. 
He therefore made the attempt as early as 1738 with 
* Polyeucte ’ and ‘ Mithridates * to compose suitable sym¬ 
phonies to every play, and these were performed in the 
company of Neuber both here in Hamburg, and at Leipzig 
and elsewhere. Further he treated the subject in detail 
in a special journal, the Critical Musician , saying what 
the composer must observe chiefly who desires to work 
successfully in this new genre . 

“All symphonies,” he says, “that are composed to a 
drama must relate to its contents and nature. Consequently 
a different kind of symphony is required by a tragedy 
from that of a comedy. And as various as are tragedies 
and comedies among themselves, so varied also must their 
music be. Then too especial attention must be bestowed 
on the different divisions of the music necessitated by the 
play, so that every division corresponds to the nature 
of the dramatic divisions. Therefore the opening sym¬ 
phony must refer to the first act; while the symphonies 
that occur between the acts must correspond partly with 
the close of the foregoing; partly with the commencement 
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of the following act, and the last symphony be suited to 
the close of the last act. 

“ All symphonies to tragedies must be grand, vivacious, 
suggestive. The characters of the chief personages and 
the chief plot must be carefully observed, so that the 
composition be arranged to accord. This is of no common 
importance. We find tragedies in which this or that 
virtue of hero or heroine is the subject-theme. If we 
contrast ‘ Polyeucte ’ with 4 Brutus/ ‘ALzire ’ with 4 Mithri- 
dates/ we shall at once perceive that the same music 
by no means suits both. A tragedy in which religion 
and piety accompanies the hero through all vicissitudesi 
demands symphonies that reflect something of the 
solemnity and grandeur of church music. If generosity* 
bravery, or endurance in all misfortunes mark the tragedy, 
then the music must be more vivacious and fiery. Of 
this latter nature are the tragedies 4 Cato/ 4 Brutus/ 4 Mi- 
thridates.’ 4 Alzire/ and 4 Zaire/ on the other hand require 
a somewhat varied music, because the events and cha¬ 
racters of each play are thus constituted and show more 
variety of emotion. 

44 In like manner comedy symphonies must be freer, 
more flowing, even playful; and yet in especial must 
also conform to the particular tendency of the comedy 
in question. As the comedy is now more serious, now 
amorous, now farcical, so also must the symphonies be 
constituted. . . . 

“Opening symphonies must refer to the whole play 
and at the same time prepare for its commencement and 
thus harmonise with the first act. They can consist of 
two or three movements, as may seem good to the com¬ 
poser. But the symphonies between the acts, because 
they must refer to the foregoing and the coming act, 
should consist most naturally of two movements. The 
first can refer to the past, the second to the coming 
events. Still even this is only requisite when the 
emotions are too diverse, else one movement would 
suffice, if only it be of sufficient length to cover the 
necessities of the performance, such as snuffing the 
candles, changing of dresses, &c. The closing symphony 
must accord exactly with the close of the play, to 
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emphasise the occurrences to the spectators. What can 
be more ludicrous, than that the hero loses his life in an 
unhappy manner and a merry, lively symphony follows ? 
And what can be more absurd than that a comedy ends 
happily and a sad and solemn symphony follows ? 

“ Since however the music in plays is purely instru¬ 
mental, a change of instruments is very needful, that the 
attention of the audience may be the more surely riveted, 
an attention that easily dags if the same instruments are 
always heard. It is just as needful though that the 
opening symphony should be full and strong and fall 
with weight upon the ear. The change in the instru¬ 
ments must therefore chiefly occur between the acts. 
Judgment is needed to pronounce which instrument is 
best suited to the matter in hand and will express the most 
surely the desired emotion. A sensible choice therefore 
must be made here also if a good and certain result is to 
be attained. It is especially reprehensible to change the 
same instruments in successive entr'actes. It is always 
better and more agreeable to avoid the necessity for this.” 

These are the chief rules for bringing about a closer rela¬ 
tion between music and poetry. I have preferred to give 
them in the words of a musician rather than in my own, 
moreover in the words of him to whom belongs the honour 
of this invention. For poets and art-critics are not rarely 
censured by musicians, because they require and expect 
far more from them than their art is capable of pro¬ 
ducing. The majority must therefore be told by one of 
their own guild, that the matter is feasible before they 
will bestow the smallest attention upon it. 

True, it would be easy to make the rules; they only 
teach what should be, without saying how it can be. 
The expression of emotion, which is everything, remains 
solely the work of genius. For although there are and 
have been musicians who have succeeded marvellously, a 
philosopher is unquestionably needed who learns their 
method and knows how to deduce general principles 
from their examples. And the more frequent these 
examples become, the more materials are collected for 
these deductions, the sooner may we look for them; and 
I am much in the wrong if a great step has not been 
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taken in this direction by the ardour of composers of 
such dramatic symphonies. In vocal music the text helps 
the expression too much, the weakest and most vacil¬ 
lating is strengthened and decided by the words. In 
instrumental music, on the contrary, this help is com¬ 
pletely wanting and it says nothing if it does not say that 
which it would express very emphatically. The musician 
must employ his best power here, he must choose among 
the different successions of tones, only those that express 
an emotion most definitely. We shall hear these often, 
we shall compare them one with another, and through 
observation of what they have in common, we shall dis¬ 
cover the secret of expression. 

What an additional pleasure we shall thus derive 
from the theatre is self-evident. Since the beginning of 
the new management of our theatre pains have been taken 
with the orchestra and able men have been found willing 
to lend their hands and prepare models of this form of 
composition, that have succeeded beyond expectation. For 
4 Olindo and Sophronia/ Herr Hertel composed a special 
symphony, and the second representation of ‘ Semiramis * 
was marked by such a one from the hand of Herr 
Agricola of Berlin. 


No. 27. 

I will endeavour to give an idea of Herr Agiioola’s 
music. Not however in its effects ; for the more vivid and 
delicate a sensuous pleasure, the less can it be described in 
words; it is not possible to escape falling into general praise, 
vague exclamations and shrieking admirations, and these 
are as uninstructive to the amateur as they are nauseous to 
the master whom we seek to honour. No, I mean to speak 
merely of the intentions that the master has had and of 
the means he has employed to attain his end. 

The opening symphony consists of three movements. 
The first movement is a largo with oboes and flutes beside 
violins; the bass part is strengthened by bassoons. The 
expression is serious, sometimes wild and agitated; the 
listener is to expect a drama of this nature. But not 
of this nature only? tenderness, remorse, conscience, 
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humility play their parts also, and the second movement, 
an andante with muted violins and bassoons, is occupied 
with mysterious and plaintive tones. In the third move¬ 
ment the emotional and the stately tones are mingled, for. 
the scene opens with unusual splendour; Semiramis is 
approaching the term of her glory and as this glory strikes 
the eye, so the ear also is to perceive it. The character is 
allegretto and the instruments are the same as in the 

E revious movement, except that oboes, flutes and bassoon 
ave phrases they play together. 

The music between the acts has throughout only one 
single movement, whose expression refers to what has 
gone before. A second that refers to the coming does not 
seem to be approved by Herr Agricola. I am much of his 
opinion in this. For the music is to spoil nothing for the 
poet; the tragic poet loves the unexpected, the sudden, 
more than any other; he does not like to betray his design 
and the music would betray him if it indicated the coming 
passion. It is different with the overture, it cannot refer 
to anything preceding, and even the overture must only 
indicate the general tendency of the play and not more 
strongly or decidedly than the title does. We may show 
the spectator the goal to which he is to attain, but the 
various paths by which he is to attain it, must be entirely 
hidden from him. This reason against a second movement 
between the acts is derived from consideration for the 
poet, and is confirmed by another that belongs to the range 
of music. For assuming that the passions which reign in 
two consecutive acts are opposed one to another, the two 
movements would naturally have to be of equally opposite 
character. Now I can well comprehend how the poet can 
carry us over from any one passion to its very opposite 
without unpleasant violence; he does so gradually and 
slowly, he ascends the ladder rung by rung either up or 
down, without making any jump. But can the musician 
do this? Granted that he can do this in a piece of 
sufficient length, can he do so in two distinct, entirely 
opposed pieces, must not the jump from e.g. the calm to the 
stormy, from the tender to the cruel be necessarily very 
marked and have all the offensive traits that any sudden 
transition has in nature, such as from darkness to light. 
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from cold to heat? Now we melt with sympathy and 
suddenly we are to rage. Why ? How ? Against whom ? 
Against the person for whom our soul was all pity ? or 
against another? Music cannot define all this; it only 
•leaves us in uncertainty and confusion; we feel without 
perceiving a correct sequence for our feelings; we feel as 
we do in a dream, and all these undefined sensations are 
more fatiguing than agreeable. Now poetry never lets us 
lose the thread of our sensations, here we know not only 
what we are to feel, but also why we are to feel it, and 
only this knowledge makes the sudden transition not only 
bearable but also pleasant. Indeed this explanation of 
sudden transitions is one of the greatest advantages that 
music attains from its union with poetry, nay perhaps the 
very greatest. For it is not nearly so needful to confine 
general sensations in music, such as pleasure, to a certain 
individual cause for pleasure, because these dark uncertain 
sensations are still very agreeable. But it is needful to 
unite opposed and contradictory sensations by those 
definite ideas that words alone can convey, so that not 
only manifold things may be noticed but also the con¬ 
nexion existing between these manifold things. Now in 
the double movement adopted between the acts of a play, 
this connexion would only be subsequently explained; we 
should only learn afterwards why we must pass from one 
passion to another totally opposite, and that is as good as 
if we never knew, as far as the music is concerned. The 
leap has had its bad effect and has not offended us the less 
because we now perceive it ought not to have offended us. 
Now it must not be supposed that hence all symphonies 
are to be condemned because the whole consists of several 
movements that are different one from another, and each of 
which expresses something different to the other. They 
express something different but not something opposed ; or 
rather they express the same only in a different manner. 
A symphony that expresses in its various movements, 
opposed passions, is a musical monster. Only one passion 
must rule in a symphony and each separate movement 
must enunciate and awaken in us the same passion, only 
with various modifications, according to the degree of its 
strength and vivacity or according to the varied inter- 
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mixture with cognate passions. The overture was entirely 
of this character; the impetuosity of the first movement 
melts into the pathos of the second, which is raised to a 
solemn dignity in the third. A musician who takes 
greater liberties in his symphonies, who breaks off the* 
emotion in every movement to commence a fresh and 
different emotion in the next, and then again lets this go, 
in order to throw himself into a third and different move¬ 
ment, may have spent much art, but uselessly; can sur¬ 
prise, confound, tickle, but cannot touch. Whoever would 
speak to our hearts and awaken sympathetic emotions 
must observe the same sequence of idea as though he 
were instructing or enlightening our reason. Music is a 
vain sandheap if devoid of sequence and inner connexion 
of all and every part; it can make no permanent impression. 
Only proper connexion makes it into firm marble upon 
which the hand of the artist immortalises himself. 

The movement after the first act therefore seeks chiefly 
to keep up the anxiety of Semiramis to which the poet 
dedicated that act; anxieties that are still mingled with 
some hopes; an andante mesto, with muted violins and 
bass-viol. 

In the second act Assur plays too important a part but 
that he must rule the expression of the music. An allegro 
assai in G major with French horns, flutes and oboes, 
the bass part strengthened by a bassoon expresses the 
feelings of fear and doubt, mingled with ever-recurring 
pride that distinguish this faithless' and imperious 
minister. 

In the third act the. ghost appears. At the first per¬ 
formance I remarked how little impression this apparition 
of Voltaire’s makes on the audience. But the musician 
has very properly taken no heed of this, he makes good 
what the poet has omitted and an allegro, E minor with 
the same instrumentation as the foregoing, only that 
E horns vary with G horns, express no mute and indolent 
astonishment, but the true dismay which such an apparition 
must evoke from the people. 

Semiramis’s anxiety in the fourth act rouses our pity; 
we pity her remorse though we know the full extent of 
her guilt. The music also sounds the note of pity and 
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sympathy in a larghetto A minor, wkh muted violins and 
bass-viol and oboes. 

At last there follows upon the fifth act one single move¬ 
ment, an adagio in E major, with violins and bass-viol, 
horns, and increased oboes and flutes and bassoons. 

The expression is suited to the personages of the 
tragedy and characterised by dignity tending to grief, 
with some due regard, so it seems to me, to the last four 
lines in which Truth raises her warning voice with might 
and solemnity against the great ones of the earth. 

To perceive the intentions of a musician means to 
admit to him that he has attained them. His work is 
not to be a riddle whose solution is as difficult as it is 
uncertain. Whatever a healthy ear quickly perceives, 
that and nothing else is what he desired to say; his 
merit increases with his lucidity; the easier, the more 
general he is of comprehension, the more he deserves 
praise. It is not praiseworthy in me that I have heard 
aright, but it is the greater praise for Herr Agricola that 
in this, his composition, no one has heard anything 
different from that which I have heard. 

No. 28. 

• • • • • 

On the thirty-fourth evening Regnard’s 4 Distrait’ was 
performed. 

Regnard first brought out his ‘Distrait’ in 1697 and 
it did not meet with the least favour. Thirty-four years 
later, when the comedians brought it out again, it found 
great favour. Which public was in the right ? Perhaps 
neither of them were so far wrong. The severe public 
condemned the piece as no good formal comedy, as which 
no doubt the author issued it. The other public received 
if as nothing more than it is; a farce, an absurdity to 
make them laugh; they laughed and were thankful. 
The first public thought:— 

“ non satis est risu diducere rictum 
Auditoris . . 

and the second:— 

“ Et est queedam tamen hie quoque virtus.” 

VOL. in. 


x 
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Excepting for the» versification, which happens to be 
very faulty and careless, this comedy cannot have given 
Begnard much trouble. The character of his chief per¬ 
sonage he found fully sketched in La Bruy&re. He had 
nothing to do but to put the chief traits partly into 
action, partly to recount them. What he has added of 
his own is insignificant. 

There is nothing to object to in this verdict, but against 
another criticism that attacks the poet on the score of 
morality, there is the more. An absent-minded person is 
said to be no motif for a comedy. And why not ? To be 
absent, it is said, is a malady, a misfortune and no vice. 
An absent man deserves ridicule as little as one who has 
the headache. Comedy must only concern itself with such 
faults, as can be remedied. Whoever is absent by nature 
can meri} this as little by means of ridicule, as though he 
limped. 

But is it then true that absence of mind is a disease of 
the soul that cannot be cured with our best exertions? 
Is it really more a natural defect than a bad habit? I 
cannot believe it. For are we not masters of our attention ? 
Is it not in our power to exert it, to abstract it, at will ? 
And what else is absent-mindedness than a false use of our 
attention ? The absent person thinks, only he does not think 
that which he Bhould think in accordance with his pre¬ 
sent sensuous impressions. His mind is not asleep, not 
numbed, not inactive, it is only absent, busy elsewhere. 
But just as well as it can be elsewhere, so it could also be 
here; it is the mind’s proper function to be present at the 
actual changes of the body. It costs pains to disaccustom 
the mind of this its proper function, and should it be 
impossible to accustom it again thereto ? 

Well, but now granted that absence of mind is incurable, 
where is it written that comedy should only laugh at' 
moral faults, and not at incurable defects? Every 
absurdity, every contrast of reality and deficiency is 
laughable. But laughter and derision are far apart. We 
can laugh at a man, occasionally laugh about him, with¬ 
out in the least deriding him. Indisputable and well- 
known as this difference is, yet all the quibbles which 
Bousseau lately made against the use of comedy only 
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arose from the fact that he had not sufficiently regarded 
it. He says, for instance, Molfere makes us laugh at a 
misanthrope and yet the misanthrope is the honest man 
of the play, Molfere therefore shows himself an enemy to 
virtue in that he makes the virtuous man contemptible. 
Not so; the misanthrope does not become contemptible, he 
remains what he was, and the laughter that springs from 
the* situations in which the poet places him does not rob 
him in the least of our esteem. The same with the distrait , 
we laugh at him, but do we despise him on that account ? 
We esteem his other good qualities as we ought; why 
without them we could not even laugh at his absence of 
mind. Let a bad worthless man be endowed with this 
absence of mind, and then see whether we should still find 
it laughable? It will be disgusting, horrid, ugly, not 
laughable. 

• No. 29. 

Comedy is todo us good through laughter; but not through 
derision; not just to counteract those faults at which it 
laughs, nor simply and solely in those persons who possess 
these laughable faults. Its true general use consists in 
laughter itself, in the practice of our powers to discern 
the ridiculous, to discern it easily and quickly under all 
cloaks of passion and fashion; in all admixture of good 
and bad qualities, even in the wrinkles of solemn earnest¬ 
ness. Granted that Moliere’s Miser never cured a miser; 
nor Regnard’s Gambler, a gambler; conceded that 
laughter never could improve these fools ; the worse for 
them, but not for comedy. It is enough for comedy that, 
if it cannot cure an incurable disease, it can confirm the 
healthy in their health. The Miser is instructive also 
to the extravagant man ; and to him who never plays the 
Gambler may prove of use. The follies they have not got 
themselves, others may have with whom they have to live. 
It is well to know those with whom we may come into 
collision; it is well to be preserved from all impressions 
by example. A preservative is also a valuable medicine, j 
and all morality has none more powerful and effective, f 
than the ridiculous. 
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On the thirty-fifth evening ‘Rodogune* by Pierre 
Corneille was performed in the presence of H.M. the 
King of Denmark. 

Corneille owned that he set most store by this tragedy, 
that he held it far above his ‘China* and ‘Cid,* that his 
other plays had few merits that were not to be found all 
united in this; a happy theme, a totally new creation* 
powerful verses, thorough reasoning, strong passions, and 
interest that increased from act to act. 

It is but just that we should linger a while over this 
great man’s masterpiece. 

The story on which it is founded is told by Appianus 
Alexandrinus towards the end of his book on the Syrian 
Wars. “ Demetrius, sumamed Nicanor, undertook a cam¬ 
paign against the Parthians, and lived as captive for some 
time at the court of the Parthian king, Phraates, with 
whose sister, Rodogune, he concluded an alliance. Mean¬ 
while Diodotus, who had served the former kings, seized 
upon the Syrian throne, and placed upon it the son of 
Alexander Nothus, a mere child, under whose name he 
ruled as regent. After a while however he made away 
with the young king, placed himself on the throne and 
called himself Tryphon. When Antiochus, the brother of 
the captive king, heard at Rhodes of his fate and of the 
disorders in his kingdom, he returned to Syria, conquered 
Tryphon with much difficulty and caused him to be 
executed. Then he turned his arms against Phraates and 
demanded the release of his brother. Phraates, who feared 
the worst, did indeed release Demetrius, but nevertheless 
Antiochus and he came to a battle in which the latter was 
overcome and eventually killed himself. Demetrius after 
his return to his kingdom was murdered by his wife Cleo¬ 
patra out of hatred against Rodogune, notwithstanding 
that Cleopatra herself, exasperated at this marriage, had 
united herself to Antiochus, the brother of Demetrius. 
She had two sons by Demetrius, of whom the eldest 
Seleucus, ascended the throne upon the death of his father, 
and whom she shot to death with an arrow, either because 
she feared he might avenge the death of his father upon 
her or because her cruel nature impelled her to this step. 
Her younger son, Antiochus, followed his brother in the 
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government and forced his atrocious mother to empty the 
poisoned cup she had prepared for him.” 

In this story lay matter for more than one tragedy. It 
would have cost Corneille little more invention to make for 
it a * Tryphon,’ an ‘ Antiochus,’ a ‘ Demetrius/ a ‘ Seleucus,* 
than it cost him to make a 4 Rodogune.* What chiefly 
interested him therein was the outraged wife who deems 
that she cannot avenge too fearfully the usurped rights of 
her rank and bed. He therefore selected her and it is 
unquestionable that his play ought consequently to have 
been named after Cleopatra and not Rodogune. He him¬ 
self acknowledged this, and it was only that he feared 
confusion among his auditors between the Queen of 
Syria with that famous last Queen of Egypt of similar 
name, that he preferred to take his title from the second 
instead of the first character in his play, “I believed 
myself,” he says, “ the more entitled to make use of this 
liberty, since I had observed that the ancients themselves 
did not deem it necessary to call a play after its hero, but 
without scruple would even call it after the chorus, whose 
connexion with the action is far less and more episodic, 
than that of Rodogune. For instance Sophocles has named 
one of his tragedies the Trachinise which nowadays we 
rarely name otherwise than the dying Hercules.” This 
observation is in itself quite correct, the ancients con¬ 
sidered a title as quite unimportant, they did not deem in 
the least that it need indicate the contents, enough if it 
served to distinguish one play from another and for this 
the smallest circumstance suffices. Yet for all that I 
scarcely believe that Sophocles would to-day name 
‘ Deianira ’ the play he called the Trachiniee. He did not 
hesitate to give it an insignificant name, but to give it a 
deceptive name, a name that draws attention to a wrong 
point, he would doubtless have avoided. Corneille’s 
fears went too far. Whoever knows the Egyptian Cleo¬ 
patra knows also that Syria is not Egypt, that various 
kings and queens have borne the same names, but who¬ 
ever does not know of the one cannot confound it with 
the other. At least Corneille need not have avoided tho 
name Cleopatra so carefully in the play itself; the first 
act loses thereby in lucidity, and the German translator did 
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well to disregard this. No writer, and least of all a poet, 
must assume his readers to be so very ignorant; he may 
even at times think that what they do not know, they 
may inquire about. 

No. 30. 

Cleopatra, in history, murders her husband, shoots one 
of her sons and wishes to poison the other. Beyond ques¬ 
tion one crime sprang out of another and they all sprang 
from one and the same source. At least it can be assumed 
with probability that the jealousy that can make an en¬ 
raged wife can make an equally angered mother. To see 
a second wife placed in the same rank with herself, to share 
with such a one the love of her husband and the dignity 
of her station, quickly ripened the resolve in a proud and 
sensitive heart, not to possess that which it could not 
possess alone. Demetrius must not live because he will 
not live for Cleopatra alone. The guilty husband falls, 
but in him falls also a father who leaves avenging sons. 
The mother had not thought of these in the heat of her 
passions, or only thought of them as her sons of whose sub¬ 
mission she was assured or whose filial zeal would infalli¬ 
bly choose for the party first offended if they must choose 
between the parents. She did not find it thus. The son 
became king, and the king saw in Cleopatra not the 
mother but the regicide. She had everything to fear from 
him and from that moment he had all to fear from her. 
Jealousy still boiled in her heart, the faithless spouse still 
lived in his sons, she began to hate all that recalled to her 
that she ever loved him and self-preservation strengthened 
this hate. The mother was readier than the son, the 
offending woman readier than the offended man; she 
executed her second murder in order to have executed the 
first unpunished; she executed it upon her son and satis¬ 
fied herself by the representation that she was only ex¬ 
ecuting it upon one who had resolved on her own destruc¬ 
tion, that she was not really murdering but only preventing 
her own murder. The fate of the eldest son would also 
have been the fate of the younger, only he was readier or 
luckier. He forced his mother to drink the poison she 
had prepared for him; one inhuman crime avenges the 
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other, and it only depends on the circumstances on which 
side we feel most disgust or sympathy. 

This triple murder should constitute only one action, 
that has its beginning, its centre and its end in the one 
passion of one person. What therefore does it lack as the 
subject for a tragedy? Nothing for genius, everything 
for a bungler. Here there is no love, no entanglement, no 
recognition, no unexpected marvellous occurrence; every¬ 
thing proceeds naturally. This natural course tempts 
genius and repels the bungler. Genius is only busied with 
events that are rooted in one another, that form a chain of 
cause and effect. To reduce the latter to the former, to 
weigh the latter against the former, everywhere to exclude 
chance, to cause everything that occurs to occur so that it 
could not have happened otherwise, this is the part of genius 
when it works in the domains of history and converts the 
useless treasures of memory into nourishment for the soul. 
Wit on the contrary, that does not depend on matters 
rooted in each other, but on the similar or dissimilar, if it 
ventures on a work that should be reserved to genius 
alone, detains itself with such events that have not further 
concern with one another except that they have occurred 
at the same time. To connect these, to interweave and 
confuse their threads so that we lose the one at every 
moment in following out the other and are thrown from 
one surprise into another, this is the part of wit and 
this only. From the incessant crossing of such threads 
of opposed colours results a texture, which is to art what 
weavers call changeant: a material of which we cannot 
say whether it be blue or red, green or yellow; it is both, 
it seems this from one side, that from another, a plaything 
of fashion, a juggling trick for children. 

Now judge whether the great Corneille has used his 
theme like a genius or like a wit. For this judgment 
nothing else is required but the application of the 
axiom, disputed by none: Genius loves simplicity, and wit 
complication. 

In history Cleopatra murders her spouse from jealousy. 
From jealousy ? thought Corneille: Why that would be 
quite like a common woman; no, my Cleopatra must be a 
heroine who would even gladly have lost her husband but 
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on no account her throne. That her husband loves Rodo- 
gune must not pain her as much as that Rodogune is to 
be a queen like nerself; this is far more elevated in idea. 
f Quite true; far more elevated and—far more unnatural. 
For to begin with, pride is a far more unnatural, a more 
artificial, vice than jealousy. Secondly the pride of a 
woman is still more unnatural than the pride of a man. 
Nature has formed the female sex to love, not to enact 
violence; it is to awaken tenderness, not fear; only its 
charms are to render it powerful; it should only rule by 
caresses and should not desire to rule over more than it 
• can enjoy. A woman who likes ruling merely for its own 
sake, all of whose inclinations are subordinate to ambi¬ 
tion, who knows no other happiness than to command, to 
tyrannise, to put her foot on the necks of nations; such 
a woman may have existed once or more than once, but 
nevertheless she is an exception and whoever paints an 
exception, unquestionably paints what is against nature. 
Corneille’s Cleopatra who is such a woman, who allows 
herself every crime to gratify her ambition, her offended 
pride, who casts about her Machiavellian maxims, is a 
monster of her sex, and Medea is amiable and virtuous as 
compared with her. For all the cruelties committed by 
Medea, she commits from jealousy. I will forgive all to 
a tender jealous woman, she is what she should be, only 
to excess. But a woman who commits crimes from 
deliberate ambition and cold pride revolts our heart and 
all the art of the poet cannot render her interesting. 
We gaze at her with wonder as we gaze at a monstrosity 
and when we have sated our curiosity, we thank Heaven 
that nature only errs like this once in a thousand years 
and are vexed with the poet who wishes to pass off such 
abortions as human beings whom it is good for us to know. 
'If we go through all history, among fifty women who 
have dethroned or murdered their husbands, there is 
scarcely one of whom we could not prove that offended 
love drove her to this step. From mere love of dominion, 
from mere pride to sway the sceptre that had been borne 
by a loving husband, scarcely one has so far forgotten 
herself. It is true that many who have thus usurped 
government as offended wives have ruled afterwards with 
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all manly pride. They had too well learnt the wounding 
power of subjection by the sides of their cold, morose, 
faithless husbands, so that their independence, attained 
by means of extreme danger, was the more precious to 
them. But surely none thought or felt within heTself 
what Corneille lets his Cleopatra say of herself; the most 
senseless bravado of crime. The great criminal knows 
how to excuse himself to himself, tries to persuade him¬ 
self that the crime he commits is no such great crime, or 
that unavoidable necessity makes him commit it. It is 
against all nature that he should boast of vice as vice; 
and the poet is to be extremely censured who from mere 
desire to say something that is dazzling or strong, lets us 
misread the human heart as if its fundamental inclinations 
oould thus turn to evil for evil’s sake. 

Such distorted characters, such shuddering tirades are 
more frequent with Corneille than any other poet and it 
may easily be that he founds his surname the Great, in 
part on these. It is true, everything with him breathes 
of heroism, even that which should not be capable of 
it and is not capable of it, namely vice. The Monstrous, 
the Gigantic they should call him, not the Great. For 
nothing is great that is not true. 

No. 31. 

In history Cleopatra only avenges herself upon her 
husband, she would not or could not avenge herself on 
Rodogune. With ,the poet this vengeance is long past; 
the murder of Demetrius is only recounted and all the 
action of the play concerns Rodogune. Corneille will not 
suffer his Cleopatra to halt half-way; she must deem 
herself unavenged so long as she has not avenged herself 
on Rodogune. It is certainly natural to a jealous woman 
to be still more implacable to her rival than to her faith¬ 
less husband. But Corneille’s Cleopatra, as I said, is 
little or not at all jealous, she is only ambitious, and the 
revenge of an ambitious woman should never resemble 
that of a jealous one. The two passions are too diverse 
for their expressions to be the same. Ambition is never 
without a kind of nobility, and revenge is too much opposed 
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to nobility for the revenge of an ambitions person to be 
without bounds. So long as he pursues his object, it 
knows no limits; but scarcely has it attained this, scarcely 
is the passion appeased, than revenge begins to grow 
colder and calmer. It is proportioned not so much to the 
disadvantages that have been suffered, as to those that 
are still to be feared. Whoever can no longer harm the 
ambitious man, of him he forgets that he has harmed 
him. Whomsoever he has not to fear, he despises, and he 
whom he despises is far beneath his revenge. Jealousy 
on the other hand is a form of envy, and envy is a petty 
crawling vice that knows no other satisfaction than the 
total destruction of its object. It is a furious fire, nothing 
can molli fy it, since the offence that has awakened it never 
can cease to remain the same offence, and as it grows the 
longer it lasts, so jealousy’s thirst for vengeanoe is never 
quenched and will be executed late or early with the 
self-same fury. Just so the vengeance of Corneille’s 
Cleopatra, and the dissonance therefore with which this 
vengeance appears in her character, can be nothing but 
highly offensive. Her cunning wrath, her envious ven¬ 
geance against a person from whom she has nothing 
further to fear, whom she has in her power, whom she 
ought to forgive if she had the least spark of generosity, 
the careless levity with which she not alone commits 
crimes but with which also she suggests crimes the most 
senseless and barefaced to others, makes her so petty that 
we cannot despise her enough. This contempt must at 
last overpower our admiration and there remains of the 
whole Cleopatra only an ugly loathsome woman who is 
for ever raging and reviling and who deserves the first 
place in a madhouse. 

But not enough that Cleopatra revenges herself on 
Bodogune, the poet decrees that she shall do so in quite 
an exceptional mode. How does he set about this ? If 
Cleopatra had despatched Rodogune herself the thing would 
have been too natural, for what is more natural than to kill 
an enemy ? Could it not be brought about that a loving 
woman were killed in her at the same time? And that 
she should be killed by her lover ? Why not ? Let us 
imagine that Bodogune was not fully married to Deme- 



No. 31J 


DRAMATIC NOTES. 


ais 

triiis; let us imagine that after his death both of his sons 
became enamoured of his betrothed; let us imagine that 
the sons were twins, that the throne pertains to the 
elder and that the mother has ever kept secret which is 
the elder of the two; let us imagine that the mother has 
at last resolved to reveal this secret, or rather not to 
reveal it but to declare instead that that one is the 
elder and shall ascend the throne who will consent to a 
certain condition; let us imagine that this condition is 
the death of Rodogune. We should then have what we 
desire to have; both princes are deeply in love with 
Rodogune, whoever of them will kill his beloved, he shall 
reign. 

Very good; but can we not complicate the action yet 
farther? Can we not place the good princes in yet 
greater straits? We will try. Let us therefore imagine 
that Rodogune learns Cleopatra’s plan; let us further 
imagine that she loves one of the princes, but that she has 
not revealed it to him, nor will reveal it to him or any 
one; that she is firmly resolved not to choose as her 
husband either the beloved one, or the one to whom the 
throne shall accrue, but only him who shall prove himself 
most worthy. Rodogune must be avenged, avenged on 
the mother of the princes; Rodogune must declare to 
them, whichever of you desires me, let him murder hiB 
mother! 

Bravo ! I call that something like an intrigue! These 
princes have fared well, they will have much to do to 
extricate themselves! The mother says to them : Who¬ 
ever of you would rule, let him murder his beloved ! And 
the beloved says: Whoever would have me, let him murder 
his mother! It is a matter of course that these princes must 
be very virtuous and love one another from the bottom 
of their hearts, that they must have much respect for 
their devil of a mamma and as much tenderness for their 
amorous fury of a mistress. For if they are not both 
very virtuous, then the complication is not so bad as it 
seems; or it is too bad so that it is not possible to dis¬ 
entangle it. One goes and kills the princess in order to 
have the throne and the thing is done. Or the other 
goes and kills his mother to have the princess and the 
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thing is done again. Or they both kill their love and both 
want to have the throne; and so the story cannot end. 
Or they both kill their mother and both want to have 
their love, and again it cannot end. But if they are both 
so nice and virtuous, neither of them will kill the one or 
the other, they both stand still prettily and gape open- 
mouthed and do not know what to do; and that is just 
the beauty of it. True the play will thereby assume 
the very strange aspect that its women will be worse 
than its men, and the men act more womanishly than the 
feeblest woman; but what matters that ? Bather it is an 
additional merit in the play, for the contrary is so 
common, so hackneyed! 

But to be serious; I do not know whether it costs much 
trouble to make such inventions, I have never attempted 
it, it is hardly likely that I shall ever attempt it. But 
this I know, it is very hard work to digest such inven¬ 
tions. 

Not because they are mere inventions, because not the 
faintest trace of them is to be found in history. Cor¬ 
neille might have spared himself this consideration. 
44 Perhaps,” he says, “we may question whether the 
liberty of poetry may extend so far as to invent a whole 
history under familiar names, as I have done here, where 
after the recital in the first act which is the foundation 
of the following, up to the effects of the fifth, not the 
smallest thing occurs that has any historical veracity. 
But,” he continues, “it seems to me that if we only 
retain the results of a history, all the surrounding 
circumstances all the introductions to these results are 
in our power. At least I can recall no rule against this, 
and the example of the ancients is wholly on my side. 
For compare Sophocles's 4 Electra ’ with the 4 Electra ’ of 
Euripides and see whether they have more in common 
than the mere result, the last occurrence in the history 
of their heroine at which each one arrives on a different 
path by different means, so that one at least must be the 
total invention of their author. Or let us regard 4 Iphigenia 
in Tauris ’ which Aristotle names the model of a perfect 
tragedy and that yet has greatly the appearance of 
being a complete invention, seeing it is only founded 
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on the circumstance that Diana removes Iphigenia 
from the altar on which she is to be sacrificed in a cloud 
and places a deer in her stead. Then the ‘Helena’ of 
Euripides deserves especial comment, where the main 
action, as well as the episodes, the entanglement and the 
d&nouement are entirely fictitious and borrow nothing save 
their names, from history.” 

Certainly it was permissible to Corneille to treat his¬ 
torical events at his discretion. For instance he might 
assume Rodogune to be as young as he pleased, and Vol¬ 
taire is much in the wrong when he again here reckons 
out of history that Rodogune cannot have been so young 
because she had married Demetrius when the young 
princes, who must now be at least twenty, were in their 
infancy. What does that concern the poet ? His Rodogune 
did not marry Demetrius; she was very young when the 
father wanted to marry her and not much older when the 
sons became enamoured of her. Voltaire with his his¬ 
torical censorship is quite unbearable. If only instead he 
would verify the dates in his General History of the 
World I 


No. 32. 


Corneille could have gone back still further for 
examples from the ancients. Many really deemed that 
tragedy in Greece was invented to keep alive the memory 
of great and marvellous events, that its first purpose had 
been to tread carefully in the footprints of history and to 
diverge neither to right nor left. But they are mistaken. 
For Thespis already left historical accuracy quite unre¬ 
garded. 1 He brought upon himself sharp rebuke from 
Solon on that account. But without saying that Solon 
understood legislation better than poetics, the conclusion 
which might be drawn from his rebuke can be evaded in a 
different manner. Under Thespis art already employed 
all privileges before it could prove itself wortny of these 
on the score of utility. Thespis pondered, invented, let 
familiar personages say and do what he desired, but he 
perhaps did not know how to make his inventions probable 


1 Diogenes Laertius, lib. i. § 59. 
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and instructive. Solon therefore perceived in them only 
4he untrue, without the least suspicion of their utility. 
He was jealous against a poison, which can easily be of 
ill effect if it does not bear with it its antidote. 

I greatly fear that Solon would also have named 
the invention of the great Corneille nothing but miser¬ 
able lies. For wherefore all these inventions ? Do they 
render anything more probable in the history wherewith 
he overloads them? They are not even probable in 
themselves, Corneille boasted of them as very wonderful 
exertions of his power of invention, and yet he should 
have known that not the mere fact of invention, but 
invention conformable to its purpose, marks a creative 
mind. 

The poet finds in history a woman who murders her 
husband and sons. Such indeed can awaken terror and 
pity and he takes hold of it to treat it as a tragedy. But 
history tells him no more than the bare fact and this is 
as horrible as it is unusual. It furnishes at most three 
scenes, and, devoid of all detailed circumstances, three 
improbable scenes. What therefore does the poet do ? 

As he deserves this name more or less, the improb¬ 
ability or the meagre brevity will seem to him the 
greatest want in this play. 

If he be in the first condition, he will consider above all 
else how to invent a series of causes and effects by which 
these improbable crimes could be accounted for most 
naturally. Not satisfied with resting their probability 
upon historical authority, he will endeavour so to con¬ 
struct the characters of his personages, will endeavour so 
to necessitate one from another the events that place his 
characters in action, will endeavour to define the passions 
of each character so accurately, will endeavour to lead 
these passions through such gradual steps, that we shall 
everywhere see nothing but the most natural and common 
course of events. Thus with every step we see his 
personages take, we must acknowledge that we should 
have taken it ourselves under the same circumstances and 
the same degree of passion, and hence nothing will repel 
us but the imperceptible approach to a goal from which 
our imagination shrinks, and where we suddenly find 
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ourselves filled with profound pity for those whom a fatal 
stream has carried so far, and full of terror at the con¬ 
sciousness that a similar stream might also thus have borne 
ourselves away to do deeds which in cold blood we should 
have regarded as far from us. If the poet takes this line, 
if his genius tells him that he cannot ignobly falter in 
its course, then the meagre brevity of his fable has vanished 
at once, it no longer distresses him how he shall fill his 
five acts with so few events, he is only afraid lest five 
acts should not suffice for all his material, that enlarges 
more and more under his treatment now that he has 
discovered its hidden organisation and understands how 
1 6 unravel it. 

Meantime the poet who less deserves this name, who is 
nothing but an ingenious fellow, a good versifier, he, I say, 
will find so little obstacle in the improbability of his scheme 
that he actually seeks therein its claim to admiration, 
which he must on no account diminish if he would not 
deprive himself of the surest means to evoke pity and 
terror. For he knows so little wherein this pity and 
terror really consist that in order to evoke them he thinkB 
he cannot pile up enough marvellous, unexpected, in¬ 
credible and abnormal matters and thinks he must ever 
have recourse to extraordinary and horrible misfortunes 
and crimes. Scarcely therefore has he scented in history 
a Cleopatra, the murderess of her husband and sons, than 
he sees nothing further to do, in order to form this into a 
tragedy, than to fill in the interstices between the two 
crimes and to fill it with matter as strange as the crimes 
themselves. All this, his invention and the historical 
materials, he kneads into a very long, very incom¬ 
prehensible romance, and when he has kneaded it as well 
as flour and straw can be kneaded together, he places his 
paste upon the skeleton wires of acts and scenes, relates 
and relates, rants and rhymes, and in four to six weeks, 
aocording as rhyming is easy or difficult to him, the 
wonderwork is finished; is called a tragedy, is printed 
and performed y read and looked at, admired or hissed, 
retained or forgotten as good luck will have it. For 
habent sua fata libelli. 

May I presume to apply this to the great Corneille ? 
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Or must I still make this application ? According to the 
secret fate that rules over writings as over men, his 
* Rodogune * has been held for more than a hundred years 
the greatest masterpiece of the greatest tragical poet of 
all France and has occasionally been admired by all 
Europe. Can an admiration of a hundred years be 
groundless? Where have mankind so long concealed 
their eyes, their emotions ? Was it reserved from 1644 to 
1767 to a Hamburg dramatic critic to see spots in the 
sun and to debase a planet to a meteor ? 

Oh no! Already in the last century a certain honest 
Huron was imprisoned in the Bastille at Paris; he found 
time hang heavy on his hands although he was in Paris,* 
and from sheer ennui he studied the French poets; and this 
Huron could not take pleasure in ‘ Rodogune.’ After this 
there lived, somewhere in Italy at the beginning of this 
century, a pedant who had his head full of the tragedies 
of the Greeks and of his countrymen of the sixteenth 
century and he also found much to censure in ‘ Rodogune.’ 
Finally a few years ago there was a Frenchman, a great 
admirer of Corneille’s name, who because he was rich and 
had a good heart, took pity on the poor deserted grand¬ 
daughter of the great poet, had her educated under his 
eyes, taught her to make pretty verses, collected alms for 
her, wrote a large lucrative commentary to the works of 
her grandfather as her dowry, and so forth; yet even he 
declared ‘ Rodogune ’ to be a very absurd play, and was 
utterly amazed how so great a man as the great Corneille, 
could write such wretched stuff. Under one of these the 
above dramatic critic must have gone to school and most 

( probably under the last named, for it is always a French¬ 
man who opens the eyes of a foreigner to the faults of a 
Frenchman. Beyond question he repeats after him; or if 
j not after him, after the Italian, or perhaps even after 
' Huron. From one of these he must have learnt it. For 
that a German should think of himself, should of himself 
have the audacity to doubt the excellence of a Frenchman, 
who could conceive such a thing? . 



No. 83.] 


DRAMATIC NOTES. 


321 


No. 33. 

On the thirty-sixth evening (Friday, July 3rd) M. 
Favart’s comedy * Soliman the Second ’ was performed, 
also in the presence of H.M. the King of Denmark. 

I do not care to examine how far history confirms that 
Soliman the Second became enamoured of a European 
slave, who knew so well how to enchain him and train 
him to her will that, contrary to all the customs of his 
realm, he caused himself to be formally united to her and 
had to declare her as empress. Enough that Marmontel 
has founded on this one of his moral tales, in which how¬ 
ever he changes this slave, said to have been an Italian, 
into a Frenchwoman, beyond question because he con¬ 
sidered it as too unlikely that any other beauty but a 
French one, could have carried off such a rare victory 
over a Grand Turk. 

I do not know what to say to Marmontel’s tale. It is 
not that it is not told with much wit, and with all the 
subtle knowledge of the world, its vanities, its absurdities, 
as well as with the elegance and grace that distinguish 
this author. From this side it is excellent, charming. 
But it is intended for a moral tale, and I cannot find where 
its morality resides. Certainly it is not as licentious and 
offensive as a tale by La Fontaine or Gr4court; but is it 
moral because it is not absolutely immoral ? 

A Sultan who yawns in the lap of luxury, to whom its 
too easy and every-day enjoyment has made it distasteful 
and repulsive, whose relaxed nerves must be contracted 
and irritated by something quite new and peculiar; whom 
the most subtle sensuality, the most refined tenderness 
woo in vain; this sick libertine is the suffering hero of 
the story. I say the suffering because the glutton has 
impaired his digestion by too many sweets. Nothing more 
will taste good to him, until at last he discovers some¬ 
thing that would revolt every healthy stomach; rotten 
eggs, rats’ tails and pate of caterpillars; those he likes. 
The noblest, most modest beauty, with a large, blue, 
languishing eye, with an innocent sensitive soul, com¬ 
mands the Sultan—until he has won her. Another, 
majestic in form, dazzling in colour, flowery words on her 
' VOL. III. Y 
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lips, fascinating tones in her sweet voice, a very muse, 
only more seductive is—enjoyed and forgotten. At last 
there appears a female thing, flippant, careless, wild, witty 
to the verge of immodesty, merry to madness, much 
physiognomy, little beauty, a figure more mignonne than 
well formed; this thing, when the Sultan sees it, tumbles 
down upon him with the grossest flattery: Gr&ce au ciel, 
voici une figure humaine! And like this opening com¬ 
pliment, so all else. Yous 4tes beaucoup mieux, qu’il 
n’appartient a un Turc; vous avez m6me quelque chose 
d’un Fran^ais.—En v£rit6 ces Turcs sont plaisants.—Je me 
charge d’ap prendre & vivre a ce Turc.—Je ne desesp&re 
pas d’en faire quelque jour un Frangais.—And the thing 
gets its way. It laughs and scolds, threatens and mocks. 
Ogles and mouths, until the Sultan, after having changed 
the whole aspect of the seraglio to please it, further 
changes the laws of the realm and runs danger of revolt¬ 
ing the clergy and the mob against him, if he insists on 
becoming happy with it after the fashion of those others 
who have been so, according to its own confession, in 
its fatherland. Was it worth all this trouble? 

Marmontel begins his tale with the observation that 
great changes in a state have often arisen from petty 
causes and lets the Sultan conclude with the secret ques¬ 
tion to himself: how is it possible that a little turned-up 
nose could subvert the laws of a kingdom? We are 
almost led to believe that he desired to illustrate by 
example this observation and this seeming misrelation 
between cause and effect. But such a teaching would 
unquestionably be too general, and Marmontel discovers 
in his preface that he had a far other and more specific 
aim in view. “ I wished,” he says, “ to expose the folly 
of those who desire to bring a female to complaisance 
by force and by looks; I therefore chose as an example a 
sultan and a slave as the two extremes of dominion and 
dependence.” But Marmontel must surely have lost sight 
of this intention during his elaboration of the theme, for 
nothing aims thither, not the smallest forcible endeavour 
is seen on the part of the Sultan. The first insolent 
speeches spoken to him by the gay Frenchwoman, reduce 
him to the most reticent, obedient, complaisant, yielding, 
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subservient husband, la meilleure pate de mart , than 
whom France would scarcely furnish a better. In a word; 
either there is no moral m this story of Marmontel’s, 
or it is that which I have indicated above in the character 
of the Sultan, the beetle after he has roamed among all the 
flowers, at last ends on the dung-heap. 

But moral or no moral, it is the same thing to a dramatic 
poet whether a general truth can be deduced or no from 
his fable, and Marmontel’s story was neither more nor 
less fitted to be brought out on the theatre on that account. 
Favart has done this, and very happily. I counsel all 
who desire to enrich the theatre from similar tales to 
compare Favart’s performance with Marmonters original 
matter. If they possess the gift of deduction, the smallest 
change this has suffered and had to suffer, will prove 
instructive, and their feelings will lead them to discover 
many manoeuvres which would have remained hidden 
from mere speculation and which no critic has as yet 
generalised into rules, though it well merits this, and 
would often bring more truth and life into their plays, 
than all the mechanical laws with which the shallop art 
critic deals. . . . 

I will pause over but one of these changes. But first I 
must quote the judgment given by the French themselves 
on this play. 1 At first they expressed doubts against 
Marmonters foundation. “ Soliman the Second,” they said, 
“was one of the greatest princes of his century, the 
Turks have no sultan whose memory they revere more 
than that of Soliman; his conquests, his talents and 
virtues made him respected even by the enemies whom 
he subjugated. Now what a miserable petty part does 
Marmontel cause him to play! According to history 
Boxelane was a cunning ambitious woman, who, to gratify 
her pride was capable of the boldest blackest deeds, who 
knew how, by means of wiles and false tenderness, to bring 
the Sultan so far as to cause him to rage in fury against his 
own kindred and stain his fame by the execution of his 
innocent son. And this Roxelane is, according to Mar¬ 
montel, a little foolish coquette like any that flutters about 
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Paris, her head full of wind and a heart rather good than 
had. Are such mummeries permissible ? May a poet or a 
narrator, if we permit him any amount of liberty, extend 
this liberty over well-known characters? If he may 
change facts according to his good-will, may he then depict 
a Lucretia prostituted and a libertine Socrates ?” 

Undoubtedly this would be going too far. I should not 
like to undertake the justification of Marmontel; I have 
further expressed my views that characters must be more 
sacred to a poet than facts. For one reason, because if 
characters are carefully observed in so far as the facts are 
a consequence of the characters, they cannot of themselves 
prove very diverse; while the self-same facts can be 
deduced from totally different characters; secondly, 
because what is instructive is not contained in the mere 
facts but in the recognition that these characters under 
these circumstances would and must evolve these facts. 
Now Marmontel has reversed this. That there was once 
in the seraglio a European slave who knew how to raise 
herself to be the legal wife of the sultan, that is a fact. 
The f character of this slave and this sultan denote the 
manner how this fact came about, and as it was possible 
by means of more than one kind of character, it is certainly 
open to the poet, as a poet, to choose which form he wills, 
whether that which history ratifies or any other, according 
as it be suited to the moral intention he has in his play. 
Only if he chooses other and even opposed characters 
to the historical, he should refrain from using historical 
names, and rather credit totally unknown personages 
with well-known facts than invent characters to well- 
known personages. The one mode enlarges our knowledge 
or seems to enlarge it and is thus agreeable. The other 
contradicts the knowledge that we already possess and is 
thus unpleasant. We regard the facts as something 
accidental, as something that may be common to many 
persons; the characters we regard as something individual 
and intrinsic. The poet may take any liberties he likes 
with the former so long as he does not put the facts into 
contradiction with the characters; the characters he may 
place in full light but he may not change them, the 
smallest change seeing to destroy their individuality and 
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to substitute in their place other persons, false persons, 
who have usurped strange names and pretend to be what 
they are not. 

No. 34. 

And yet it seems to me a far more pardonable fault not 
to give to personages characters that history has given 
them than to offend in these freely chosen characters in 
the point of intrinsic truth or instructiveness. The first 
fault can exist together with genius, but not the second. 
It is permitted to genius not to know a thousand things 
that every schoolboy knows. Not the accumulated stores 
of his memory, but that which he makes out of himself, 
which he brings forth out of his own feelings, constitute 
his riches 1 ; what he has heard or read he has either 
forgotten or does not care to know beyond the point 
where it suits his end. He blunders therefore now from 
pride, now with, now without intention, so often, and so 
grossly, that we other good people cannot marvel enough; 
we stand still and wonder and cry out: “ But no! how 
could a great man not know better ? How is it possible 
he did not remember? did he not think?” Oh let us be 
silent; we think that we will humble him and we only 
make ourselves ridiculous. All we know better than 
he only proves that we went to school more diligently 
than he, and that was very needful to us if we were not 
to turn out complete dunces. 

Marmontel’s Soliman might for all I cared have been 
quite another Soliman and his Roxelane quite another 
Koxelane than history taught me: if only I had found 
that though they are not of this real world they could 
have belonged to another world, a world whose events 
might be connected in a different order but still connected 
logically as they are here; a world in which cause and 
effect may follow in a different order but yet follow to the 
general effect of good; in short to a world of genius, a 
world that endeavours to copy in miniature the Highest 
Genius and transposes, exchanges, reduces, increases the 
various particles of the present world in order to form a 
whole therefrom that should harmonise with his own aims 
1 Pindar, Olymp. IL 10. 
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and ends. And since I do not find this latter in the work of 
Marmontel, I can be content that he should not be allowed 
to go scot-free of the former. Whoever cannot, or will 
not indemnify us, must not offend us purposely. And here 
Marmontel has really offended, it may be that he could 
not or would not do otherwise. 

For according to the indicated conception that we make 
to ourselves of genius, we are justified in demanding 
purpose and harmony in all the characters a poet creates; 
that is if he demands from us that we should regard him 
in the light of a genius. 

Harmony; for nothing in the characters must be con¬ 
tradictory ; they must ever remain uniform and inherently 
themselves; they must express themselves now with 
emphasis, now more slightly as events work upon them, 
but none of the events must be mighty enough to change 
black to white. The Turk despot must, even when he 
is in love, remain a Turkish despot. The Turk who only 
knows sensual love, must not think of any of the little 
refinements that a pampered European imagination con¬ 
nects therewith. “ I am weary of these caressing 
machines; their soft pliability has nothing attractive, 
nothing complimentary; I want to have difficulties to 
overcome, and when I have overcome them I want to be 
kept in breath by new difficulties. ,, A King of France may 
think thus, but no Sultan. It is true, if once we give 
a Sultan such a form of thought, the despot is lost to view, 
he himself puts off his despotism in order to enjoy a more 
spontaneous love; but will he therefore suddenly become 
the tame monkey whom a bold acrobat can force to dance 
whenever she wills ? Marmontel says: Soliman was too 
great a man to conduct the little affairs of his seraglio on 
the same footing with more important State affairs. Very 
good, but then he should not in the end have conducted 
great State affairs on the footing of the little affairs of his 
seraglio. For to a great man both things are needful; 
to treat trifles as trifles and important matters as important 
matters. He sought, as Marmontel makes him say, free 
hearts who should suffer slavery gladly from mere love for 
his person, he had found such a heart in Elmire; but does 
he know what he desires ? The tender Elmire is set aside 
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for a voluptuous Delia, until a thoughtless woman entraps 
him and makes him into a slave before he has enjoyed the 
dubious favour that until now was the death of his desires. 
Will it not also be so here ? I must laugh at the good 
Sultan and yet he deserves my sincere pity. If Elmire 
and Delia lose everything after enjoyment that before 
charmed him, what will Roxelane retain after this critical 
moment? Eight days after her coronation will he hold 
it worth while to have made this sacrifice to her? I 
greatly fear that after the very first day he will see in his 
wedded Sultana nothing save her confident impudence 
and her turned-up nose. It seems to me I hear him 
exclaim : By Mahomet! where have my eyes been 1 

I do not mean to assert that all these contradictions 
that make Soliman’s character so contemptible and mean, 
need prove that such a character could not exist. There 
are enough people who combine yet more contemptible 
contradictions. But on this very account they must not 
be subjects for poetical imitation. They are beneath 
poetry, for they lack instructive qualities; unless indeed 
we employed their very contradictions, and their absurd or 
unhappy consequences as instructive elements, but this was 
evidently not Marmontel’s design in his Soliman. Now a 
character in which the instructive is lacking, lacks purpose. 

To act with a purpose is.what raises man above the 
brutes, to invent with a purpose, to imitate with a pur¬ 
pose, is that which distinguishes genius from the petty 
artists who only invent to invent, imitate to imitate. 
They are content with the small enjoyment that is con¬ 
nected with their use of these means, and they make 
these means to be their whole purpose and demand that 
we also are to be satisfied with this lesser enjoyment, 
which springs from the contemplation of their cunning 
but purposeless use of their means. It is true that genius 
begins to learn from such miserable imitations; they are 
its preliminary studies. It also employs them in larger 
works for amplification and to give resting-places to our 
warmer sympathy, but-with the construction and elabora¬ 
tion of its chief personages it combines larger and wider 
intentions; the intention to instruct us what we should 
do or avoid; the intention to make us acquainted with the 
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actual characteristics of good and bad, fitting and absurd. 
It also designs to show us the good in all their combina¬ 
tions and results still good and happy even in misery; 
the bad as revolting and unhappy even in happiness. 
When its plot admits of no such immediate imitation, no 
such unquestionable warning, genius still aims at working 
upon our powers of desire and abhorrence with objects 
that deserve these feelings, and ever strives to show these 
objects in their true light, in order that no false light 
may mislead us as to what we should desire, what we 
should abhor. 

Now what of all this exists in- the characters of Soli- 
man and Roxelane ? As I have said; nothing. But there 
is a great deal of the contrary. A couple of persons 
whom we ought to despise, of which one should fill us 
with disgust and the other with anger; a blunted 
sensualist, a prostitute, are painted in the most seductive 
and attractive colours, so that I should not wonder if 
many a husband held himself justified in being weary of 
his legitimate, lovely and amiable wife because she was 
an Elmire and no Roxelane. 


No. 35. 

I have once before, elsewhere, drawn the distinction 
that exists between the action in an JEsopian fable 
and a drama. What is valid for the former, is valid for 
every moral tale that intends to bring a general moral 
axiom before our intuition. We are satisfied if this inten¬ 
tion is fulfilled and it is the same to us whether this is so 
by means of a complete action that is in itself a rounded 
whole, or no. The poet may conclude wherever he wills 
as soon as he sees his goal. It does not concern him what 
interest we may take in the persons through whom he 
works out his intention; he does not want to interest but 
to instruct us, he has to do with our reason, not with our 
heart, this latter may or may not be satisfied so long as 
the other is illumined. Now drama on the contrary makes 
no claim upon a single definite axiom flowing out of its 
story. It aims at the passions which the course and 
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©vents of its fable arouse and treat, or it aims at the 
pleasure accorded by a true and vivid delineation of 
characters and habits. Both require a certain integrity of 
action, a certain harmonious end which we do not miss in 
the moral tale because our attention is solely directed to 
the general axiom of whose especial application the story 
affords such an obvious instance. 


No. 36. 

Let us instance the Matron of Ephesus. This acrid fable 
is well known, it is unquestionably the bitterest satire that 
was ever made on female frivolity. It has been recounted 
a thousand times after Petronius, and since it pleased even 
in the worst copy, it was thought that the subject must 
be an equally happy one for the stage. Houdar de la 
Motte and others made the attempt, but I appeal to all 
good taste as to the results of these attempts. The 
character of the matron in the story provokes a not un¬ 
pleasant sarcastic smile at the audacity of wedded love; 
in the drama this becomes repulsive, horrible. In the 
drama the soldier’s persuasions do not seem nearly so 
subtle, importunate, triumphant, as in the story. 

In the story we picture to ourselves a sensitive little 
woman who is really in earnest in her grief, but succumbs 
to temptation and to her temperament, her weakness 
seems the weakness of her sex, we therefore conceive no 
especial hatred towards her, we deem that what she does, 
nearly every woman would have done. Even her sugges¬ 
tion to save her living lover by means of her dead 
husband we think we can forgive her because of its 
ingenuity and presence of mind; or rather its very 
ingenuity leads us to imagine that this suggestion may 
have been appended by the malicious narrator who desired 
to end his tale with some right poisonous sting. Now in 
the drama we cannot harbour this suggestion; what we 
hear has happened in the story, we see really occur; what 
we would doubt of in the story, in the drama the evi¬ 
dence of our own eyes settles incontrovertibly. The 
mere possibility of such an action diverted us; its reality 
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shows it in all its atrocity; the suggestion amused our 
fancy, the execution revolts our feelings, we turn our 
backs to the stage and say with the Lykas of Petronius, 
without being in Lykas’s peculiar position: “Si Justus 
Imperator furnset, debuit patris familise corpus in moni- 
mentum referre, mulierem adfigere cruci.” And she seems 
to us the more to deserve this punishment, the less art the 
poet has expended otx her seduction, for w$ do not then 
condemn in her weak woman in general, but an especially 
volatile, worthless female in particular. In short, in order 
happily to bring Petronius’s fable on the stage it should 
preserve its end and yet not preserve it; the matron should 
go as far and yet not as far. The explanation of this 
another time. 

On the thirty-eighth evening 4 Merope * by M. d© 
Voltaire was performed. 

Voltaire composed this tragedy at the instigation of 
Maffei’s ‘Merope,’ probably in the year 1737, probably at 
Cirey when with his Urania, the Marquise du Chatelet. 
For already in January 1783 the MS. was at Paris in the 
hands of Father Brumoy, who as a Jesuit and the author 
of the Theatre des Grecs was the most fitted to awaken 
interest in its favour and to prepare the metropolis to 
receive it with due respect. Brumoy showed the MS. to 
the author’s friends, and among others he sent it to old 
Father Toumemine, who greatly flattered at being con¬ 
sulted by his dear son Voltaire, concerning a tragedy and 
a matter about which he did not understand much, wrote 
a letter full of praise of it, which was then printed in 
the preface of the play and serves as a lesson and a warn¬ 
ing to all officious art critics. He calls the play one of 
the most perfect tragedies, a very model, and we may con¬ 
sequently now make ourselves quite happy that the play 
of Euripides on the same theme has been lost, or rather 
it is no longer lost for Voltaire has restored it. 

Now greatly though all this should have pacified 
Voltaire, yet he did not seem to hurry himself with its 
representation, which only took place in 1743. He earned 
all the full fruits he could have anticipated from his 
statesmanlike procrastination. 4 Merope ’ met with extra¬ 
ordinary success and the pit showed an honour to the poet 
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of which up till that time there had been no instance. It 
is true that the great Corneille was well received by the 
public, his chair on the stage was always left unoccupied 
even when the crowd was very great and when he came 
every one rose up, a distinction which in France is only 
shown to princes of the royal blood. Corneille was 
regarded as at home in the theatre and when the master of 
the house appears, what more becoming than that his 
guests show their deference? But quite other honours 
were reserved for Voltaire; the pit was anxious to know 
in person the man they so greatly admired and they called 
and exclaimed and clamoured until M. de Voltaire had to 
come out and allow himself to be gaped at and clapped. 
I know not which of the two most perplexed me, the 
childish curiosity of the public or the vain complaisance 
of the poet. How do people think that a poet looks ? Not 
like other mortals ? And how weak must be the impres¬ 
sion made by his work if in the end one desires nothing 
more ardently than to see the face of its maker. The 
true masterpiece, so it seems to me, fills us so entirely 
with itself that we forget its author over his work, that we 
do not regard it as the production of a simple being but 
as the work of general nature. Young says of the sun 
that it would have been a sin in the heathens not to pray 
to it. If there is sense in this hyperbole, it is this; the 
glory, the majesty of the sun is so great, so imposing, that 
savage man can be pardoned, nay that it is natural, that 
he can conceive of no greater glory, no higher majesty of 
which this is but the reflexion, if he so lose himself in 
his admiration of the sun as not to consider its Creator. 
I incline to believe that the real reason why we know so 
little of the person and the life of Homer is to be 
bought in the excellence of his poems. We stand asto¬ 
nished before the broad rushing river and do not think 
of its source in the distant mountains. We do not want 
to know, we are more content to forget that Homer the 
schoolmaster in Smyrna, Homer the blind beggar, is the 
same Homer who so delights us in his works. He leads 
us among gods and heroes and we must feel great ennui in 
this society if we want to look round and inquire after the 
porter who has admitted us. The deception must be very 
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slight, we must feel little nature and much art if we are 
so curious concerning the artist. So little flattering there¬ 
fore to a man of genius is the desire of the public to know 
him by sight. What advantage has he before any chance 
marmot which the public is just as eager to behold ? Yet 
the vanity of the French poets seems to have been satis* 
fled. For when the Parisian pit saw how easily a Voltaire 
was to be tempted into this trap, how tame and pliant 
such a man became under doubtful caresses, it often 
repeated this amusement, and rarely was a new play per¬ 
formed afterwards, whose author was not likewise called 
out and who came out quite willingly. From Voltaire to 
Marmontel, and from Marmontel deep down to Cordier, 
nearly all have stood at this pillory. How many a poor 
oontemptible face must have been among them ! At last 
the farce went so far that the more serious among the 
nation grew annoyed. Polichinello’s happy thought is 
well known. And recently a young poet had the courage 
to let the pit call in vain. He would not appear. His 
play was mediocre, but his behaviour the more to be 
admired and praised. 1 would rather have aided in 
abolishing such an abuse by my example, than have 
occasioned it by ten ‘ Meropes.’ 


No. 37. 

I have said that Voltaire’s ‘ Merope ’ was instigated by 
Maffei’s. But instigated is perhaps saying too little for 
it has arisen thenoe; fable, plan and manner belong to 
Maffei, without his aid Voltaire would not have written a 
‘ Merope ’ or certainly a very different one. 

Therefore to judge the Frenchman’s copy correctly we 
must first become acquainted with the Italian original, 
and to value the latter’s poetical merits wo must first of 
all cast a glance over the historical facts on which he 
founded his fable. 

Maffei himself thus condenses these facts in the preface 
to his play: “ Pausanias relates how after the conquest of 
Troy the Heraklidee, t.e. the descendants of Hercules, 
settled in the Peloponnesus, and how the territory of 
Messina fell by lot to Kresphontes. Kresphontes’s wife 
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was named Merope. Now Kresphontes showed himself 
too indulgent to his people and he and his sons were 
murdered by the nobles of his realm, all excepting the 
youngest, named iEpytus who was being educated at a 
distance among his mother’s relations. This youngest 
son when he was grown up reconquered the paternal 
kingdom by the aid of the Arcadians and Dorians and 
revenged his father’s death upon the murderers. Apol- 
lodorus relates how after Kresphontes and his two sons 
had been murdered, Polyphontes, likewise a Heraklide, 
had taken possession of the throne and forced Merope to 
be his wife and how the third son whom the mother had 
safely concealed, afterwards killed the tyrant and regained 
the throne. Hyginus relates that Merope nearly killed 
her son unwittingly, but that she was hindered in time by 
an old servant who revealed to her that he whom she 
deemed the murderer of her son, was her son himself, and 
that this now recognised son had on the occasion of a sacri¬ 
fice been enabled to slay Polyphontes. Hyginus however 
names this son Telephontes and not JEpytus.” 

It would be astonishing if such a story, containing such 
peculiar reverses of fortune and recognitions had not been 
already treated by the ancient tragedians. And was it 
not ? Aristotle in his ‘ Poetics ’ mentions a Kresphontes 
in whom Merope recognises her son just at the moment* 
when she is about to kill his presumed assassin. Plutarch 
in his second treatise on ‘ Eating of Flesh ’ beyond doubt 
refers to this very play 1 when he recalls the tumult into 
which the whole theatre is aroused when Merope lifts the 
axe against her son and the fear that seizes each spectator 
lest the stroke should fall before the old servant arrives. 
Aristotle refers to this Kresphontes without the name of 
an author, but as in Cicero and other classics we find 
reference to a Kresphontes of Euripides, he can scarcely 
have meant any other work than this. 

Father Tournemine says in the above-named letter: 

1 Assuming this (as we may surely assume with certainty, because 
it was not usual with the ancient poets, nor permitted, to steal one 
from another) the passage in Plutarch must be a fragment from Euri¬ 
pides. Joshua Barnes has not included it, but another editor of the 
poet might do so. 
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“Aristotle, this wise legislator of the stage, has placed 
the fable of Merope in the first rank of tragic fables (a 
Inis ce sujet an premier rang des snjets tragiques\ Euripides 
treated it, and Aristotle remarks that as oiten as the 
4 Kresphontes ’ of Euripides was represented on the stage of 
witty Athens, this tragic masterpiece moved, delighted 
and touched in a most extraordinary way a public 
greatly spoilt by masterpiecespretty phrases, but they 
do not contain much truth! The father was in error on 
two points. He confused Aristotle with Plutarch, and 
he did not rightly understand Aristotle. The first error 
is a trifle, the second merits the trouble of saying a few 
words because many have equally misunderstood Aristotle. 

The matter lies as follows: Aristotle examines in the 
14th chapter of his Poetics by what means fear and pity 
are aroused. All events, he says, must occur either 
between friends or enemies, or between indifferent persons. 
When an enemy kills his enemy neither the attack nor 
the execution of the deed awaken other pity than that 
common feeling which is connected in general with pain 
and destruction. The same is true of indifferent persons. 
Consequently tragical events must occur between friends, 
a brother must kill, or wish to kill, his brother, a son his 
father, a mother a son, or a son a mother, or else desire to 
‘ill-treat them in a painful way. This may occur with or 
without intention or knowledge, and since the deed must 
be either consummated or not, four kinds of events arise 
which more or less express the intentions of tragedy. 
The first, when the action is undertaken with t^e full 
knowledge of the personages concerned, and towards whom 
it is to be perpetrated, but not carried out. The second, 
when it is purposely undertaken and actually carried out. 
The third, when the deed is undertaken and carried out 
without the knowledge of its object, and the perpetrator 
recognises too late the object on whom * it is perpetrated. 
The fourth when the deed, undertaken in ignorance, is 
not carried out, because the persons involved have recog¬ 
nised each other in time. Of these four classes Aristotle 
gives the preference to the latter, and since he quotes the 
action of Merope in ‘ Kresphontes,’ as an example thereof! 
Toumemine and others have accepted this as if he had 
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thus declared this fable to be the most perfect kind for 
tragedy. 

While in reality Aristotle says, shortly before, that a 
good tragical fable must not end happily but unhappily. 
How can these two statements exist together? It is to 
end happily and yet the events which, in accordance with 
this classification are preferred to all other tragical events, 
end happily. Does not the great critic openly contradict 
himself ? 

Victorius, says Dacier, was the only person who per¬ 
ceived this difficulty, but since he did not understand 
what Aristotle really meant in his fourteenth chapter, he 
did not even try to overcome the difficulty. Aristotle, 
says Dacier, is not speaking of fable in general, but 
only wants to teach how the poet should treat tragical 
events without changing the essential that history relates 
of them; and which of these* kinds is the best. When, 
for instance, the murder of Klytemnestra by Orestes is to 
be the subject of the play, there are according to Aristotle 
four ways of working this material, either as an occur¬ 
rence of the first, second, third or fourth class; the poet 
must only consider which is the best and most suited.' It 
cannot be that the murder is treated as an event of the 
first class because according to history it really took place, 
and must take place through Orestes. Nor according to the 
second, because this is too horrible. Nor according to the 
fourth, because thus Klytemnestra would be saved, and she 
must on no account be saved. Consequently only the third 
class remains. 

The third! but Aristotle gives the preference to the 
fourth and not only in individual cases and according to 
circumstances, but in general. The worthy Dacier often 
acts thus, Aristotle remains in the right with him, not 
because he is in the right, but because he is Aristotle. 
While thus deeming that he is covering some of his faults 
he makes him commit far worse ones. Now if an oppo¬ 
nent should have the prudence to attack the latter instead 
of the former, then it is all over with the infallibility of 
his classical author about which he cares more than about 
truth. If so much depends on coincidence with history, 
if the poet may soften but not wholly change well-known 
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incidents, will there not be some among them that must 
of necessity be treated according to the first or second 
class ? Klytemnestra’s murder ought to be treated accord¬ 
ing to the second, for Orestes has committed it knowingly 
and designedly; but the poet may choose the thud 
because it is more tragical and does not totally contradict 
history. Well, so be it: but how about Medea who 
murders her children ? What other plan but the second 
can the poet pursue here? For she must murder them 
and murder them designedly, both circumstances are 
equally historical. Then what order of precedence can 
there be among these categories? The one that is the 
most excellent in one case cannot be thought of in 
another. Or to press Dacier yet harder, let us make the 
application not to historical, but to fictitious events. 
Granted that the murder of Clytemnestra belonged to the 
latter category and it had been open to the poet to perpe¬ 
trate it or not, to perpetrate it with knowledge or without. 
Which mode would he have had to employ in order to 
make of it the most perfect tragedy possible? Dacier 
himself says the fourth, for if he had preferred the third 
it would only have arisen from regard for history. The 
fourth therefore ? The one therefore which ends happily ? 
But the best tragedies, says Aristotle, who accords prefer¬ 
ence to this fourth plan, are those which end unhappily ? 
And this is just the contradiction which Dacier sought 
to remove. Has he removed it? He has rather con¬ 
firmed it. 

No. 38. 

Nor am I singular in regarding Dacier’s exposition 
as inadequate. The German translator of Aristotle’s 
4 Poetics ’ has found it equally unsatisfactory. 1 He gives 
his reasons against it, that do not actually contradict 
Dacier’s evasions but yet seem to him quite sufficient 
to abandon the defence of his author and attempt a new 
venture to save something which is not to be saved. 
“ I leave it to a deeper comprehension to remove these 
difficulties, I can find no light towards their explanation, 
and it seems to me only probable that our philosopher 

1 Herr Curtins, p. 214. 
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did not think through this chapter with his wonted 
care.” 

I must confess that this seems to me highly improbable. 
Aristotle is not often guilty of a palpable contradiction. 
Where I would seem to find one in such a man, I prefer 
rather to mistrust my own reason. I redouble my atten¬ 
tion, I re-read the passage ten times, and do not think that 
he contradicts himself before I perceive from the entire 
connexion of his system how and why he has been betrayed 
into this contradiction. If I find nothing that could so 
betray him, that must, so to speak, make this contra¬ 
diction inevitable, then I am convinced that it is only 
an apparent contradiction. Else it would certainly have 
occurred first to the author who had to think over his 
matter so often, and not to me, the unpractised reader 
who has taken him up for instruction. I therefore pause, 
retrace the thread of my ideas, ponder every word, and 
repeat to myself again and again: Aristotle can err and 
has often erred, but that he should here insist on some¬ 
thing which on the next page he contradicts, that Aristotle 
cannot do. Then at length light will come. 

But without further circumlocution, here is the expla¬ 
nation of which Herr Curtius despaired. Nevertheless I 
make no claim to the honour of a deeper comprehension. 
I am contented with the honour of evincing more 
modesty towards a philosopher like Aristotle. 

Now Aristotle commends nothing more to the tragic 
poet than a good conception of his fable, and he has 
endeavoured to render this easy to him by various and 
subtle remarks. For it is the fable that principally 
makes a poet; ten will succeed in representing customs, 
reflexions, expressions for one who is excellent and blame¬ 
less in this. He declares a fable to be an imitation of an 
action, ir/>a£ea>$, and an action by a combination of events 
is <rw0€<ris irpayfLarw. The action is the whole, the events 
are the parts of this whole, and as the goodness of any 
whole rests on the goodness and connexion of its several 
parts* so also tragical action is more or less perfect, accord¬ 
ing as the events of which it is composed separately and 
collectively coincide with the intentions of the tragedy. 
Aristotle classes the events that car take place in a tragic 

VOL. III. z 
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action tinder three main heads : change of circumstances, 
7T€/3t7rcr€ta ; cognition, dvayvwptcr/xos ; and suffering, irdOos. 
What he means by the two first the names sufficiently 
reveal. Under the third he comprehends all that can 
occur of a painful and destructive nature to the acting 
personages; death, wounds, martyrdom and so forth. 
Change of circumstances and cognition are that-by which 
the more intricate fable, fxvOos TrorAey/xo/os, is distinguished 
from the simple, air\ovs. They are therefore no essential 
part of the fable, they only make the action more varied 
and hence more interesting and beautiful, but an action 
can have its full unity, completion and greatness without 
them. But without the third we can conceive of no 
tragical action; every tragedy must have some form of 
suffering, 7rd0rj, be its fable simple or involved, for herein 
lies the actual intention of tragedy, to awaken fear and 
pity, while not every change of outward circumstances, 
not every cognition, but only certain forms of these attain 
this end, and other forms are rather disadvantageous 
than profitable. While therefore Aristotle regards and 
examines separately the various parts of tragical action 
that he has brought under these three main divisions, 
explaining what are the best outward changes, the best 
cognition, the best treatment of suffering, he finds in 
regard to the former that such changes of fortune are the 
best and most capable of awakening and stimulating pity 
and fear, which change from better to worse. In regard 
to the latter division he finds that the best treatment of 
suffering in the same sense is when the persons whom 
suffering threatens, do not know each other or only recog¬ 
nise each other at the moment when this suffering is to 
become reality and it is therefore stayed. 

And this is called a contradiction? I do not under¬ 
stand where can be the thoughts of him who finds the 
least contradiction here. The philosopher speaks of 
various parts ; why must that which he maintains of one 
of these parts of necessity apply to the others ? Is the 
possible perfection of the one also the perfection of the 
other ? Or is the perfection of a part also the perfection 
of the whole ? If change of circumstances and that which 
Aristotle includes under the word suffering, are two 
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different things, as they are indeed, why should not some¬ 
thing quite different he said of them ? Or is it impossible 
that a whole should have parts of opposed characteristics ? 
Where does Aristotle say that the best tragedy is nothing 
blit a representation of changes of fortunes from pro¬ 
sperity to adversity ? Or where does he say that the best 
tragedy results from nothing but the recognition of him 
on whom a fearful and unnatural deed was to have been 
committed ? He says neither one thing nor the other oi 
tragedy generally, but each of these things of an especial 
part that more or less concerns the end, which may 
or may not have influence. Change of fortune may 
occur in the middle of the play, and even if it continues 
thus to the end of the piece, it does not therefore con¬ 
stitute its end. For example, the change of fortune in 
4 CEdipus ’ that evinces itself already at the close of the 
fourth act, but to which various sufferings, irdOjj, are added 
and with which the play really concludes. In the same 
manner suffering can attain its accomplishment in the 
play and at the same moment be thwarted by recognition, 
so that by means of this recognition the play is far from 
concluded, as in the second ‘ Iphigenia * of Euripides where 
Orestes is already recognised in the fourth act by his 
sister who was in the act of sacrificing him. And how 
perfectly such tragical changes of fortune can be combined 
with tragical treatment of suffering in one and the same 
fable, can be shown in ‘ Merope ’ itself. It contains the 
latter but what hinders it from having the former also, if 
for instance Merope, when she recognises her son under 
the dagger in her eagerness to defend him from Poly- 
phontes, contributes to her own or to her loved son’s 
destruction? Why should not this play close as well 
with the destruction of the mother as with that of the 
tyrant ? Why should it not be open to the poet to raise 
to the highest point our pity for a tender mother and 
allow her to be unfortunate through her tenderness ? Or 
why should it not be permissible to let the son whom a 
pious vengeance has tom from his mother, succumb to the 
pursuit of the tyrant? Would not such a ‘Merope’ in 
both cases combine those two characteristics of the best tra¬ 
gedy, in which the critic has been found so contradictory ? 

z 2 
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I perceive very well what caused the misunderstanding. 
It was not easy to imagine a change of fortune from better 
to worse without suffering, or suffering that has been 
obviated by recognition otherwise than connected with 
change of fortune. Yet each can equally be without the 
other, not to mention that both need not touch the same 
person, and even if it touches the same person, that both 
may not occur at the same time, but one follows the 
other, and one can be caused by the other. Without con¬ 
sidering this, people have only thought of such instances 
and fables, in which both parts either harmonise or in 
which one of necessity excludes the other. That such 
exist, is unquestionable. But is the art critic to be 
censured because he composes his rules in the most general 
manner, without considering the cases in which his 
general rules come into collision and one perfection must 
be sacrificed to another ? Does such a collision of necessity 
bring him into contradiction with himself? He says: 
This part of the fable, if it is to have its perfection, must 
be of such and such a constitution, that part of another, a 
third again of another. But where has he said that every 
fable must of necessity have all these parts ? Enough for 
him that there are fables that could have them all. If 
your fable is not among the number of these happy ones; 
if it only admits of the best changes of fortune, the best 
treatment of suffering, then examine with which of the 
two you would succeed best as a whole, and choose. That 
is all! 


No. 39. 


Finally Aristotle may or may not have contradicted 
himself; Toumemine may have understood him rightly or 
no; the fable of ‘Merope’ is neither.in the one case nor 
the other to be pronounced at once as a perfect fable. 
For if Aristotle has contradicted himself, then he main¬ 
tains just the contrary, and it must first be examined 
where he is most in the right, here or there. But if he 
has not contradicted himself, in accordance with my 
explanation, then the good he says of it does not concern 
the whole fable but only a separate part thereof. Per¬ 
haps the misuse of his authority by Father Tbumemine 
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was only a Jesuit’s trick, to give us to understand that 
such a perfect fable, treated by such a great poet as 
Voltaire, must needs be a masterpiece. 

But Toumemine and Toumemine! I fear my readers 
will ask “ Who is this Toumemine ? We know no such 
Toumemine! ” For many might really not know him 
and many might ask thus because they know him too well, 
like Montesquieu. 1 

Let them have the goodness therefore to substitute 
M. de Voltaire for Father Toumemine. For he too endea¬ 
vours to give us the same erroneous impressions of the 
lost play of Euripides. He too says, that Aristotle in his 
immortal ‘ Poetics ’ does not hesitate to pronounce that the 
recognition by Merope of her son is the most interesting 
moment in the whole Greek theatre. He too says that 
Aristotle accords preference to this coup de theatre before 
all others. And he even assures us of Plutarch, that he 
held this play of Euripides to be the most touching of all 
his playB. 2 This latter statement is wholly fictitious. 
For Plutarch does not even name the title of the play 
whence he quotes the situation of Merope; he neither says 
how it is called nor who was its author; still less does he 
declare it to be the most touching of Euripides’ dramas. 

Aristotle should not have hesitated to pronounce that 
the recognition by Merope of her son is the most in¬ 
teresting moment m the whole Greek theatre ! What an 
expression! “ not hesitated to pronounce.” Wliat hyper¬ 
bole : “ the most interesting moment of the whole Greek 
theatre ”! Should we not infer herefrom that Aristotle 
was carefully reviewing all the interesting moments that 
a tragedy may have, comparing one with another, 
weighing the various examples that he found in each 

1 Lettres famil feres. 

* u Aria tote, dans sa Poetique immortelle, ne balance pas & dire que la 
reconnaissance de Merope et de son fils &ait le moment le plus 
inferessant de toute la seine Grecque. 11 donnait a ce coup de theatre 
la preference sur tous les autres. Plutarque dit que les Grecs, ce 
peuple si sensible, fr&nissaient de crainte que le vieillard, qui devait 
arreter le bras de Mlrope, n’arriv&t pas assez tot. Cette piece, qu’on 
jouait dc son temps, et dont il nous reste tfes-peu de fragments, lui 
paraissait la plus touchante de toutes les truglaies d’Euripide,” Ac,— 
j Lettrc a M. Maffei, 
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poet, or at least in the most famous, and then pronounced 
boldly and surely his verdict in favour of this moment 
of Euripides? And yet it is only one single kind of 
interesting moment that he cites as an example, and 
besides it is not even the only example of this kind. 
Aristotle found similar instances in ‘ Iphigenia,’ where the 
sister recognises the brother, and in ‘ Helle f where the soq 
recognises his mother, just as they are about to lift their 
hands against them. 

The second example of ‘ Iphigenia ’ is truly from Euri¬ 
pides, and if, as Dacier suspects, ‘ Helle* also was the work 
of this poet, it would be remarkable that Aristotle should 
have found all three examples of such a fortunate recogni¬ 
tion just in the very poet who most employs the unhappy 
peripeteia.* And yet, why remarkable? We have seen 
that one does not exclude the other, and although in 
‘ Iphigenia * a happy recognition follows upon the unhappy 
peripeteia and the play therefore ends happily, who knows 
whether in the two others an unhappy peripeteia did not 
follow a happy recognition and they therefore concluded 
quite in the manner by which Euripides has gained for 
himself the character of the most tragic of all tragic poets ? 

In ‘ Merope ’ this was possible in a twofold manner, as I 
have shown. Whether it really thus occurred or no can¬ 
not be conclusively decided out of the few fragments that 
remain to us of the ‘ Kresphontes.* They contain nothing 
but moral axioms and reflexions often quoted by later 
authors and do not throw the smallest light upon the 
economy of the play. 3 Only from one of these, wherein 
Polybius appeals to the goddess of Peace, we can infer 
that the time of action fell before peace had been restored 
in Messene, and from a few others we may almost 
conclude that the murder of Kresphontes and his two 
eldest sons either formed a part of the action or else just 
preceded it, which does not very well agree with the 
recognition of the younger son who only came to avenge 
his father and brothers many years after. But the title 

3 That which Dacier quotes (Poetique d’Aria tote, chap. xv. rem. 23) 
without remembering uhere lie had read it, is in Plutarch in the 
essay : “ How to make use of one’s enemies.” 

[* i.e. Change of circumstances, as denoted on p. 838.] 
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causes me the greatest difficulty. If this recognition and 
vengeance of the youngest son formed the main part of 
the contents, how came the play to be named ‘ Kres- 
phontes ’ ? Kresphontes was the name of the father; the 
son according to some was called iEpytus, according to 
others Telephontes; perhaps because the one was the real 
the other the assumed name that he bore in foreign lands, 
in order to be safe from the persecutions of Polyphontes. 
The father must long have been dead when the son recon¬ 
quers the paternal kingdom. Is it likely that a tragedy 
should be named after a person who does not occur in 
it ? Corneille and Dacier were able quickly to get over 
this difficulty by assuming that the son was likewise 
named Kresphontes, 4 but with what likelihood ? or what 
authority ? 

If, however, there be truth in a discovery whereupon 
Maffei flatters himself, then we can know the plot of 
Kresphontes with fair exactitude. He thinks that he has 
found it in the 184th fable of Hyginus, 5 and he further 
holds Hyginus’s fables in great part as nothing but the 
arguments of older tragedies, which assumption Eeinesius 
held before him, and consequently recommends newer 

4 Remarque 22 but le Chapitre xv de la Poet. d’Arist.: “Une mfcre, 
qui va tuer son fils, comme Me'rope va tuer Cresphonte,” &c. 

• u Questa scoperta penso io d’ aver fatta, nel leggere la Favola 184 
d’lgino, la quale a mio credere altra non fe, che l’Argomento di quella 
Tragedia, in cui si rappresenta interamente la condotta di essa. Sov- 
vienmi, che al primo gettar gli occhi, ch* io feci gia in quell* Autore, 
mi apparve subito nella mente, altro non essere le piu di quelle Favole, 
che gU Argomenti delle Tragedie antiche: mi accertai di cio col con- 
frontame alcune poche con le Tragedie, che aneora abbiamo; ed appunto 
iu questi giomi, venuta a mano T ultima edizione d* Igino, mi e state 
caro di vedere in un passo addotto, come fu anche il Reinesio di tal 
sentimento. Una miniera h pero questa di Tragici Argomenti, che se 
fosse stata nota a* Poeti, non avrebbero penato tanto in rinvenir soggetti 
a lor fantasia: io la scopriro loro di buona voglia, p?rchb rendano col 
loro ingegno alia nostra eth cio, che dal tempo invidioso le fu rapito. 
Merita dunque, almeno per questo capo, alquanto piu di considera- 
zione quell’ Operetta, anche tal qual 1* abbiamo, che da gli Eruditi non 
h stat creduto: e quanto al aiscordar talvolta dagli altri Scrittori 
delle favolose Storie, questa avertenza ce ne addita la ragione, non 
avendole costui narrate secondo la tradizione, ma conforme i Poeti in 
proprio uso converteudole le avean ridotte.*’ 
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poets rather to search in this disused quarry for the old 
tragic fables, than to invent new ones. The advice is not 
bad and should be followed, and it has been followed by 
many before Maffei gave it or without knowing that 
Maffei had given it. Herr Weiss has taken the materials 
of his Thyestes thence and many more are still waiting 
there for an intelligent eye. Only it might be not the 
largest but the very smallest part of Hyginus’s work 
which could thus be made use of. Nor need it on 
account to be composed of the arguments of old tra¬ 
gedies, it can have flowed directly or indirectly from 
the same sources to which the tragedians applied. Nay, 
Hyginus, or whoever made the compilation, seems to have 
regarded the tragedies as diverted and sullied streams, in 
that in several places for which we have nothing but the 
authority of the tragic poets, he separates them distinctly 
from the older genuine tradition. Thus for example, he 
first relates the fable of Ino and Antiope according to 
tradition, and then, in a separate paragraph, according to 
the treatment of Euripides. 


No. 40. 

I do not mean to say by this that because the name of 
Euripides does not head the 184th Fable, it cannot there¬ 
fore have been deduced from his * Kresphontes.’ Rather I 
confess that it really has the manner and entanglement of 
a tragedy, so that, if it was not one, it could easily become 
one, and one whose plan would far nearer approach to 
antique simplicity than all the modem ‘ Meropes.* Judge 
for yourselves. The story of Hyginus that I have only 
briefly referred to above, is as follows:— 

Kresphontes was king of Messene and had three sons by 
his wife Merope, when Polyphontes stirred up a revolt 
against him, in which he and his two eldest sons lost 
their lives. Polyphontes then took possession of the 
kingdom and the nand of Merope, who, during the revolt 
found an opportunity to bring her third son, Telephontes, 
into the safe keeping of a friend in JEtolia. The older 
Telephontes became, the more uneasy grew Polyphontes. 
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He could expect little good from him and therefore pro¬ 
mised a great reward to whoever should put him out of' 
the way. Telephontes learnt this and since he now felt 
himself equal to undertake his revenge, he stole away 
secretly from iEtolia, went to Messene, came before the 
tyrant and said that he had murdered Telephontes and 
therefore demanded the promised reward. Polyphontes 
received him hospitably and commanded that he should 
be entertained in his palace until he could question him 
further. Telephontes was therefore conducted into the 
guest-chamber where he fell asleep from weariness. 
Meanwhile the old servant whom mother and son had 
till now employed to carry their respective messages, 
came weeping to Merope and announced that Telephontes 
was absent from iEtolia and that none knew whither he 
had gone. Merope at once hastens to the guest-chamber, 
for she is not ignorant whereof the stranger boasts. She 
is armed with an axe and would certainly have murdered 
her son in his sleep, if the old man who had followed her 
in, had not recognised him in time and hindered the 
mother from such a deed of horror. Now both make 
common cause, and Merope assumes a calm, forgiving 
attitude towards her husband. Polyphontes deems all his 
wishes gratified and desires to show his thankfulness to 
the gods by a sacrifice. But when they are all assembled 
round the altar, Telephontes directs the blow with which 
he pretended to slay the sacrificial beast, towards the 
king; the tyrant falls and Telephontes succeeds to the 
possession of his paternal realm. 1 


1 In the 184th Fable of Hyginus, whence the above tale is extracted 
events have palpably been interwoven that have not the smallest con¬ 
nexion among tnemselves. It begins with the fate of Pentheus and 
Agave, and ends with the history of Merope. I cannot comprehend 
how the editor oould let this confusion stand unnoticed, or is it possible 
that it only exists in the edition I have before me (Joannis Schofferi, 
Hamburgi, 1674). I leave this examination to those who have the 
means at hand. Enough that here with me the 184th Fable must end 
with the words “ quam Liooterses excepit.” The rest either belongs to 
a separate fable of which the opening words are lost, or what is more 
likely belongs to the 137th, so that, both connected, I have thus read 
the fable of Merope, whether it be the 137th or 184th Fable. It is 
understood that in the latter the words, “ cum qua Polyphontes, occiso 
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In the 16th century two Italian poets, Gio. Bapt. 
Li viera and Pomponio Torelli, had extracted the matter 
for their tragedies, 4 Kresphontes ’ and 4 Merope,’ from this 
fable of Hyginus, and were thus according to Maffei, 
treading in the footsteps of Euripides without knowing 
it. But this conviction notwithstanding, Maffei so little 
thought of making his work a mere divination on Euri¬ 
pides, in order to let the lost 4 Kresphontes ’ revive in his 
4 Merope,’ that he rather diverged purposely from the main 
outlines of this assumed Euripidean plan, and only em¬ 
ployed in all its bearings the one situation that chiefly 
touched him therein. 

The mother who loves her son so ardently that she 
desires to avenge herself on his murderer with her own 
hand, suggested to him to picture maternal tenderness 
generally and to transfuse his play with this pure and 
virtuous passion to the exclusion of all other love. What 
did not therefore coincide with this intention, was changed, 
and this chiefly regarded the circumstances of Merope’s 
second marriage and her son’s foreign education. Merope 
must not be the wife of Polyphontes, for it seemed to the 


Cresphonte, regnum occupavit ” must fall away as a needless repetition, 
together with the following ejus, which is already superfluous. 

44 Merope. 

44 Polyphontes, Mepsouiee rex, Cresphontem Aristomaclii filium cum 
interfecisset, ejus impeiium et Meropem uxorem possedit. Filium 
autem infantem Merope mater, quern ex Cresphonte habebat, abscondite 
ad hospitem in AEtoliam mandavit. Hunc Polyphontes maxima cum 
industria qumrebat, aurumque pollicebatur, si quis eum neeasset. 
Qui postquam ad puberem mtatem venit, capit consilium, ut exequatur 
patris et fratrum mortem. Itaque venit ad regem Polyphontem, 
aurem petitum, dicens se Cresphontis interfecisse filium et Meropis, 
Telephontem. Interim rex eum jussit in hospitio manere, ut amplius 
de eo perquireret. Qui cum per lassitudinem obdormisset, senex qui 
inter matrem et filium interaunciuq erat, flens ad Meropem venit, 
negans eum apud hospitem esse, nec comparere. Merope credens eum 
esse filii sui interfectorem, qui dormiebat, in Chalcidicura cum securi 
venit, inscia ut filium suum interficeret, quern senex cognovit, et 
matrem a scelere retraxit. Merope postquam invenit occasionem sibi 
datam esse, ab inimioo se ulciscendi, redit cum Polyphonte in gratiam. 
Bex lastus cum rem divinam faceret, hospes falso simulavit se hostiam 
percussisse, eumque interfecit, patriumque regnum adeptus est.” 
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poet at variance with the conscientiousness of a pious 
mother, to abandon herself to the embraces of a second 
husband in whom she recognised the murderer of her first, 
and whose very existence demanded that he should free 
himself of all those who had any nearer claims to the 
throne. The son must not be brought up in safety and 
comfort under the roof of a noble friend of the paternal 
house, in the full knowledge of his rank and future des¬ 
tiny, for maternal love would grow cold if it were not 
irritated and developed by incessant pictures of discomfort 
and ever new dangers that threaten its absent object. 
Nor must the son arrive with the definite purpose of killing 
the tyrant, he must not be deemed by Merope the mur¬ 
derer of her son, because he gives himself out as himself, 
but because a certain connexion of chances has thrown 
suspicion upon him; for if he knows his mother then her 
confusion is over after the first verbal explanation, and 
her touching sorrow, her tender despair, has not play 
enough. 

In accordance with these changes it is easy to imagine 
Maffei’s plan; Polyphontes has been reigning for fifteen 
years and yet he does not feel the throne a sure one. For 
the people are still attached to the house of the former 
king and reckon upon the last branch thereof. To assuage 
the discontented, it occurs to him to marry Merope. He 
offers her his hand under the plea of real love. But 
Merope scorns this plea and he then endeavours to 
attain by threats and violence what his persuasions could 
not compass. He is just urging her imperatively when 
a youth is brought before him who has been taken upon 
the high road connected with a murder. iEgisthus, so 
the youth is named, has done nothing but defend his own 
life against a robber, his aspect betrays so much nobility 
and innocence, his speech so much truth, that Merope, 
who besides recognises a certain line of the mouth that 
was peculiar to her husband, is induced to beg the king for 
his life and the king grants it. Immediately after Merope 
misses her youngest son, whom she has confided to an old 
servant, Polydorus, after her husband’s death, with the 
command to educate him as his own son. He has secretly 
left the old man whom he deems his father, to see the 
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world and can be found nowhere. The mother’s heart 
fears the worst, some one has been murdered on the high 
road, how if this was her son ? Her fears are strengthened 
by various circumstances, the king’s willingness to pardon 
the murderer, also by the sight of a ring ihat is found on 
iEgisthus and which she is told iEgisthus took from the 
murdered man. This is her husband’s signet ring which 
she had confided to Polydorus to give to her son when he 
should have reached man’s estate and it should be time 
to reveal his rank to him. She at once causes the 
youth, whose life she had implored, to be bound to a 
column, and intends to pierce his heart with her own 
hand. At this moment the youth remembers his parents, 
he utters the name Messene and recalls his father’s 
caution to avoid this spot. Merope demands an explana¬ 
tion of this, meantime the king comes up and the youth 
is liberated. So near as Merope was to the recognition 
of her error, so deeply she falls back into it, when she 
sees how maliciously the king triumphs in her despair. 
iEgisthus must inevitably be her son’s murderer and 
nothing shall save him from her vengeance. At night¬ 
fall she hears that he is sleeping in an ante-room and 
goes in with an axe to sever his head and has already 
raised the axe for the fatal blow, when Polydorus, who 
has shortly before entered the ante-room and recognised 
the sleeping iEgisthus, stays her arm. iEgisthus awakes 
and flies, and Polydorus reveals to Merope her own son in 
the person of his supposed murderer. She wishes to 
follow him and would inevitably have revealed his 
identity to the tyrant by her wild tenderness, had not the 
old man restrained her. Early next day her marriage 
with the tyrant was to take place, she must go to the 
altar, but she would die sooner than give her consent. 
Meantime Polydorus has made himself known to iEgis¬ 
thus ; iEgisthus hurries to the temple, forces his way 
through the crowd and the rest is told by Hyginus. 

No. 41. 

The worse matters looked generally with the Italian 
theatre at the beginning of this century, the greater was 
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the applause and delight wherewith Maffei and Merope 
were greeted. 

“ Cedite Romani scriptores, cedite Graii, 

Nescio quid majus nascitur CEdipode,” 

cried Leonardo Adami, who had only seen the first two 
acts in Rome. In Venice during the carnival of 1714 
scarcely another play but ‘ Merope ’ was acted; the whole 
world wanted to see the new tragedy again and again, and 
even the Opera was neglected for it. It was printed 
four times in one year, and in sixteen years (1714 to 
1730) more than thirty editions have been issued in and 
out of Italy, in Vienna, Paris, London. It lias been 
translated into French, English, and German and it was 
intended to print it with all these translations. It had 
been twice translated into French, when M. de Voltaire 
took possession of it again to bring it upon the French 
stage. But he soon found that this could not be by 
means of a real translation, and he gave his reasons for 
this at length in a letter to the Marquis afterwards 
printed as a preface to his own 4 Merope.’ 

44 The tone,” he says, “ of the Italian 4 Merope ’ is too 
naive and bourgeois and the taste of the French parterre 
too delicate and refined for plain simple nature to please 
them. It would not see nature except under certain dis¬ 
guises of art and these disguises must be far other at 
Paris than in Verona.” The whole letter is written with 
extreme politeness, Maffei has erred in nowise, all his care¬ 
lessness and faults are put to the account of the national 
taste, they are even beauties, but alas ! only beauties for 
Italy. Indeed it is not possible to criticise more politely. 
But this tiresome politeness ! Even a Frenchman soon 
finds it burdensome if his vanity suffers thereby in the 
very least. Politeness makes us appear amiable but not 
great, and the Frenchman desires to appear great as well 
as amiable. 

But what follows upon the elegant dedication of M. de 
Voltaire? The writing of a certain De la Lindelle, who 
says as many rude things about the good Maffei as Vol¬ 
taire has said polite. The style of this De la Lindelle is 
about the style of Voltaire; it is a pity that so good a 
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writer has not written more and is so generally unknown. 
But whether Lindelle is Voltaire or really Lindelle; who¬ 
ever would see a French Janus-head that laughs in front 
in the most flattering mode and makes the most malicious 
grimaces behind, let him read both letters at one time. I 
should not like to have written either, least of all both. 
Voltaire remains this side the truth from politeness, while 
Lindelle ranges far beyond it on the other side from desire 
to depreciate. One should have been more candid, the other 
more just, if the suspicion was not to be aroused that the 
same author desired to take back under a strange name all 
that he had conceded in his own. 

Voltaire may reckon it as much as he pleases to the credit 
of the Marquis that he was one of the lirst among Italians 
who had courage and strength enough to write a tragedy 
without gallantry, in which the whole intrigue rests on 
the love of a mother and the tenderest interest springs 
from pure virtue. He may lament that the false delicacy 
of his nation does not permit him to make use of the 
easy natural means offered by the circumstances towards 
the denouement , and of the true unstudied speeches which 
the matter itself suggests. The Parisian parterre is un¬ 
questionably much in the wrong in that it will not hear 
of any ring upon the stage since Boileau mocked at the 
royal ring in his Satires. 1 It is wrong in forcing its 
poet rather to have recourse to every other, even the 
most awkward means of recognition, than to employ a 
ring, with which all the world, since all time has connected 
a kind of recognition, a kind of assurance of personality. 
It is wrong in not suffering a young man who deems 
himself the son of common parents, who is wandering 
about alone in search of adventures, not to be held to 
be a robber, after he has committed a murder, because 
it foresees that he must become the hero of the play, 
and in being offended that such a man should not be 
presumed capable of possessing a valuable ring, when 
there is no lieutenant in the king’s army who does not 

1 u Je n’ai pu me servir comme M. Maffei d’un anneau, pare© que 
depuis l’anneau royal dont Boileau se moque dans ses satyres, oela 
semblerait trop petit sur notre theatre.” 
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own de belles Nigpes? The Parisian parterre, say I, is 
wrong in this and similar cases; but why must Voltaire, 
even in other cases where it certainly is not wrong, rather 
prefer to make it seem wrong sooner than Maffei? If 
French politeness towards strangers consists in making 
them seem right even where they should be corrected, 
then I do not know what is more offensive and unbe¬ 
coming a free man, than this French politeness. The 
gossip which Maffei puts into the mouth of old Polydorus 
about merry weddings, and gorgeous coronations that he 
has seen at a moment when our interest is at its height 
. and the imagination of the spectators is busy with quite 
other things; its Nestorian, but misplaced Nestorian 
gossip, cannot be excused by any difference of taste 
between different cultivated peoples. In this, taste must 
everywhere be the same, and the Italian has not his own 
taste, but simply none, if he does not yawn and get as 
impatient as the Frenchman. “ You have been allowed,” 
says Voltaire to the Marquis, “to translate and employ 
in your tragedy that beautiful and touching comparison 
of Virgil’s— 

“ 4 Qualis populea moerens Philomela sub umbra 
Amissos queritur foetus . . .* 

If I should take such a liberty I should be referred with 
it to the epopee. For you cannot think how severe the 
master is whom we must strive to please; I mean our 
public. They demand that in a tragedy the hero should 
speak everywhere and the poet nowhere, and contend that 
at critical junctures in assemblies, at violent scenes, at 
a threatening danger, no king, no minister would make 
poetical comparisons.” Now does such a public demand 
anything unfair ? Does it not contend the truth ? Should 
not every public demand this ? contend this ? A public 
that judges otherwise does not merit the name, and must 
Voltaire [make the whole Italian public such a public, 
just because he has not candour enough to say straight 

* “ Je n’oserais hasarder de faire prendre un Mros pour un voleur, 
quoique la circonstance ou il Be trouye autorise oette meprise. 
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out to the poet, that here and in several places he has 
gone astray and poked his own head through the 
curtain ? 

And leaving out of regard that detailed comparisons 
scarcely find a fit place in a tragedy, he should have 
noticed that Virgil’s was greatly abused by Maffei. In 
Virgil it increases our pity, and that is its purpose, but 
Maffei puts it into the mouth of him who rejoices over 
the misfortune of which it is a picture, and to be in 
accordance with Polyphontes’s mood it ought to arouse 
more scorn than pitv. But Voltaire does not hesitate 
to lay even greater faults that exert influence over the 
whole play, to the charge of the Italian taste, rather 
than to the charge of one poet among them. Voltaire 
thinks that he displays the greatest savoir vivre when he 
consoles Maffei by saying that the whole nation compre¬ 
hends this no better than he does ; that his faults are the 
faults of his nation, but that the faults of a whole nation 
really were no faults, since it did not matter what was good 
or bad in itself but what a whole nation deemed good or 
bad. “ How could I have ventured,” he continues, making 
a deep bow to the Marquis and sneering at him in secret, 
“ how could I have ventured to let minor characters speak 
so often one with another as you have done! They serve 
with you to prepare for the interesting scenes between 
the chief characters ; they are the entrances to a beautiful 
palace; but our impatient public desires to find itself 
instantly inside this palace. We must fain submit to 
the taste of a people which has become satiated with 
masterpieces and hence is spoilt.” What does this mean 
else but: “ M. le Marquis, your play contains very very 
many cold, tedious and useless scenes. But far be it from 
me to reproach you with these! Heaven forfend! I am 
a Frenchman, 1 have savoir vivre , I should not force some¬ 
thing unpleasant upon you. Beyond doubt you wrote 
these cold, tedious useless scenes advisedly and with all 
eare, because they are just what your nation needs. I 
wish that I too could get off as cheaply, but alas! my 
nation is so far, so very far ahead that I must be yet 
rarther to satisfy them. I will not on that account think 
more of myself than of you, but sinoe my nation does so 
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far over-top yours-” Further I do not venture tp 

extend my paraphrase, for else— 

“ Desinit in piscem mulier formosa supeme : ” 

politeness might become persiflage (I use this French 
word because we Germans know nothing of the matter), 
and persiflage stupid pride. 


No. 42. 

It is not to be denied that a goodly portion of the 
faults which as idiosyncrasies of Italian taste Voltaire 
only seems to excuse in his precursor in order to charge 
them upon the whole Italian nation, these faults I say do 
exist in the ‘ Merope’ of Maffei, as well as other and far 
greater pnes. In his youth Maffei had much leaning 
towards poetry, he versified with ease in all the various 
styles of the famous poets of his country, but this inclina¬ 
tion and this facility prove little or nothing in favour of 
the peculiar genius that is required for tragedy. After¬ 
wards he devoted himself to history, criticism and archaeo¬ 
logy, and I question whether these studies are the fittest 
nourishment for a tragic genius. He was buried among 
Church fathers and ecclesiastical documents and wrote 
against the priests and Basnage, when, incited by social 
circumstances, he took up his ‘ Merope * and finished it in 
less than two months. If such a man, amidst such occupa¬ 
tions could make a masterpiece in so short a time, he must 
have had the most extraordinary head or else a tragedy 
is a very slight affair. That however which a scholar of 
good classical taste, who looks upon the matter rather 
as a recreation than a labour worthy of him, could produce, 
that he did produce. His treatment is more mannered 
and artificial than felicitous, his characters are more in 
accordance with the analysis of moralists, or after well- 
known types in books, than drawn from life; his expres¬ 
sions evince more imagination than feeling; the litterateur 
and the versifier are everywhere discernible, but rarely 
the poet and the genius. 

As a versifier he hunts greatly after descriptions and 
metaphors. He has some most excellent ones, true pic- 

VOL. III. 2 A 
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tures, that cannot be enough admired if spoken by himself, 
but which are quite unendurable spoken by his personages, 
and even result in utter absurdities. Thus for example 
it is very proper that iEgisthus should describe minutely 
his struggle with the robber whom he murders, for on 
this rests his defence; but that when he confesses to have 
thrown the corpse into the river, he should paint the 
minutest phenomena that accompauy the fall of a heavy 
body into water, how it shoots down, with what sound 
the waters divide, how it splashes up into the air, and how 
the floods close up again, 1 this would not be forgiven even 
to a cold garrulous lawyer who defends him, much less to 
himself. Whoever stands before a judge to defend his 
life has far other things near his heart than to be so 
childishly accurate in his narrative. 

As a literary man Maffei has shown too much reverence 
for the simplicity of old Greek habits and costumes, such 
as we find them depicted in Homer and Euripides. This 
latter must be, I will not say ennobled, but brought 
nearer to our costume if it is not to detract from the 
pathos of tragedy. Also he has too evidently endeavoured 
to imitate fine passages from the ancients, without distin¬ 
guishing from what kind of works he borrows them and 
into what kind of work he is transporting them. Nestor 
in the epic is a friendly garrulous old man, but Polydorus 
in the tragedy who is fashioned after him is a detestable 
old chatterer. If Maffei had really followed the supposed 
plan of Euripides, then the literary man would certainly 
have made us laugh. He would have held it to be his 
duty to use all the little fragments preserved of ‘ Kres- 


1 Atto L sc. 8:— 


44 . . . in core 

Pero mi venne di lanciar nel flume 
II morto, o semivivo; e con fatica 
(Ch* inutil’ era per riuscire, e vana) 

L* alzai da terra, e in terra rimaneva 

Una pozza di sangue: a mezzo il ponte 

Portailo in fretta, di vermiglia stnscia 

Sempre rigando il suol; quinoi cadere 

Col oapo in gih il lasciai: piombo, e gran tonfo 

S’ udi nel profondarsi: in alto salse 

Lo spruzzo, e 1’ onda aopra lui si cbiuse.” 
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phontes ’ and to work them neatly into his play. 3 "When¬ 
ever he thought they fitted he would have put them up 
as posts round which his dialogue must twine. What 
pedantic tyranny! And to what end ? If it is not these 
moral axioms with which space is filled up, well then it is 
others. 

Yet notwithstanding this, there are passages where we 
might wish that the literary man had forgotten himself 
less. For instance: after the recognition and Merope’s 
discovery that she has twice been in danger of murdering 
her' own son, he makes Ismene exclaim with astonishment: 
“'What a wonderful event, more wonderful than was ever 
conceived of on a stage 1” 

“ Con cosi strani awennimenti uom forse 
Non vide mai favoleggiar le scene.” 

Maffei did not recollect that his play was laid at a time 
when theatres were yet unknown; in the time before 
Homer, whose poem scattered the first seeds of the drama. 
I would not have laid stress on this heedlessness to any 
person but to him who held it needful to excuse himself 
in the preface, for employing the name Messene at a time 
when beyond doubt no town of this name existed, since 
Homer does not mention it. A poet can treat suoh trifles 
as he likes, we only demand that he should be consistent 
and that he should not in one instance have scruples which 
in another he boldly disregards, unless we are to believe 
that the omission has arisen from ignorance rather than 
from designed disregard. Altogether the lines quoted 
would not please me, even if they did not contain an 
anachronism. The tragedian should avoid everything 
that can remind the audience of their illusion, for as soon 
as they are reminded thereof the illusion is gone. It almost 
seems here as though Maffei sought to strengthen this 
illusion by assuming the idea of a theatre outside the 
theatre, but the mere words “stage” and “invention” 

* “Non essendo dnnqne stato mio pensiere di seguir la Tragedia 
d* Euripide, non ho cercato per conseqnenza di porre nella mia que, 
sentimenti di esta, che son rimasti quit e Hi; avendone tradotti cinque 
versi Cicerone, e recati tre passi Plutarco, e due versi Gellio, ed alcuni 
trovandosene ancora, se la memoria non m* inganna, presso Stobeo.” 

2 A 2 
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are so prejudicial to the matter that they carry us straight 
thither whence he would divert us. It is sooner permitted 
to the comic poet thus to place representation in apposi¬ 
tion to representation; for to rouse our laughter does not 
require the same degree of illusion as to arouse our pity. 

I have said already how severe De la Lindelle is upon 
Maffei. According to him Maffei has been content with 
what his material offered without bringing the smallest 
art to bear on it; his dialogue is without reality, dignity 
or grace; the play is full of petty contemptible matter 
that would scarcely be tolerated in a harlequinade; it 
overflows with absurdities and schoolboy faults. “ In one 
word,” he concludes, “ Maffei’s work contains a fine sub¬ 
ject, but is a wretched play. Every one in Paris is agreed 
that it would not have been possible to sit out its repre¬ 
sentation, and even in Italy sensible people make small 
account of it. In vain has the author on his various 
journeys, lured the most miserable writers to translate 
his tragedy; he could pay a translator more easily than 
improve his piece.” 

As there are rarely compliments without some lies, so 
there are rarely rude speeches without some truth. 
Lindelle is right in several points, and he might be rude 
or polite, so long as he was content merely to find fault 
with Maffei. But he desires to tread him under foot, to 
annihilate him, and sets to work blindly and perfidiously. 
He is not ashamed to tell downright lies, to commit palp¬ 
able forgeries, in order to be able to raise most malicious 
laughter of contempt. Among three blows that he hits, 
one always goes into the air, and of the other two that 
should hit or graze his adversary, one infallibly hits 
Yoltaire also, for whose sake all this boxing match is 
-undertaken. Yoltaire seems to have felt this in part, and 
is therefore not slow in his answer to Lindelle, to defend 
Maffei in all those points in which he thinks he must also 
defend himself. This whole correspondence with oneself 
lacks, it seems to me, its most interesting part, Maffei’s 
reply. If only M. de Yoltaire would also communicate this 
to us! Or was it perhaps not of the nature he had hoped 
to provoke by his flatteries ? Did Maflei perhaps take the 
liberty to place before him in return the peculiarities of 
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the French taste ? did he venture to show him why the 
French ‘ Merope ’ coqld please as little in Italy, as the 
Italian in France? 

No. 43. 

Something of the kind might be surmised. But I will 
rather prove what I have said myself than surmise what 
others may have said. 

To begin with, Lindelle’s blame may be mitigated in 
almost every point. If Maffei has erred he has not always 
erred so grossly as Lindelle would have us believe. For 
instance he says that JEgisthus exclaims, “Oh, my old 
father! ” when Merope is about to smite him, and that 
the queen is so touched by these words, “old father,” 
that she abandons her purpose and conceives the notion 
that iEgisthus might be her son. Is not this, he adds 
maliciously, a well-founded conception ? For certainly it 
is something quite remarkable that a young man should 
have an old father ! “ Maffei,” he continues, “ sought to 

amend by this fault, this lack of art and genius, another 
fault that he had committed in the first edition of his 
play. In this ADgisthus exclaimed: 4 Oh, Polydorus, 
my father! * And this Polydorus was the very man to 
whom Merope had confided her son. At the name 
Polydorus the queen could no longer doubt that iEgisthus 
is her son, and the play would have been at an end. Now the 
fault is certainly removed, but its place has been occupied 
by a more gross one.” It is true, in the first edition 
iEgisthus calls Polydorus his father; but in the following 
editions there is no mention of a father. The queen only 
starts at the name of Polydorus who warned ASgisthus not 
to set foot in the realms of Messene. She does not on 
that account abandon her design, she only demands an 
explanation, and before she has obtained this the king 
appears. The king causes ACgisthus to be released, and 
since he lauds and approves the deed for which iEgisthus 
has been condemned, and promises to reward it as an 
heroic deed, Merope is obliged to fall back upon her 
former suspicion. Can he be her son whom Polyphontes 
seeks to reward for murdering this son ? This conclusion 
must needs weigh more with her than a mere name? 
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She now regrets that for a mere name’s sake, a name 
many might bear, she hesitated in consummating her 
vengeance. 

“ Che dubitar! misera, ed io da un nome 
Trattener mi lasciai, quasi un tal nome 
Altri aver non potesse-” 

The subsequent utterances of the tyrant can only confirm 
her in her belief that he has the most certain and exact 
intelligence concerning the death of her son. Now is all 
this so very absurd ? It does not seem so to me. I must 
rather admit that I do not even think Maffei’s amend¬ 
ment was so needful. Let iEgisthus say that his father 
is named Polydorus. It does not make much difference 
whether it be his father or his friend who warns him 
against Messene. Enough that, failing contradiction, 
Merope must hold what the tyrant thinks of iEgisthus 
as more probable, since she knows that he has dong and 
ardently pursued her son, than what she can infer from a 
mere coincidence of name. Certainly, if she knew that 
the tyrant’s idea that JEgisthus is the murderer of her 
son is founded on nothing save her own suspicion, that 
would alter the matter. But she does not know this, and 
further she has every reason to believe that the tyrant 
is sure of his ground. It must be understood that I do 
not pronounce everything beautiful that can at need be 
excused; unquestionably the poet might have arranged 
his plot with more art. I only wish to say that even so 
as he has made it, Merope does not act without sufficient 
cause, and that it is very likely and possible that Merope 
will continue to harbour designs of vengeance which she 
will seek to execute at the first opportunity granted. 
That which would offend me therefore is not that she 
comes a second time to murder her son as the murderer 
of her son; but that she is bewildered a second time 
through a lucky chance event. I would pardon the poet 
if he did not let Merope decide according to the laws 
of the greater probability, for the passions that are 
awakened in her might turn the balance in favour of the 
weakest reasons. But I cannot pardon him for taking such 
liberties with accident and being so prodigal of wonderful 
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ohanoe events as though they were the commonest events. 
That chance may once lend pious aid to a mother, 
may be; we will believe it the more willingly that the 
surprise pleases us. But that the same hastiness is 
checked a second time in the same way, this is not like 
chance; the surprise repeated ceases to be a surprise, its 
monotony offends and we are vexed with the poet who 
knows how to be as marvellous but not as varied, aB 
chance. 

Of Lindelle’s most conspicuous and designed falsifica¬ 
tions I will only instance two. He says: 44 The fourth act 
begins with a cold and needless scene between the tyrant 
and Merope’s confidante; hereupon the confidante meets, 
I know not how, the young iEgisthus, and persuades 
him to repose in the atrium, in order that when he has 
fallen asleep the queen may murder him with all ease. 
He does indeed go to sleep, as he had promised, very 
well; then comes the queen, axe in hand, to murder the 
young man, who expressly sleeps for this purpose. This 
same situation, twice repeated, betrays the extremest 
poverty of idea, and the sleep of this young man is so 
absurd that nothing in the world can be more ludicrous.” 
But is it true that the confidante persuades him into 
this sleep ? This is an untruth on Lindelle’s part. 1 JEgis- 
thus meets the confidante and begs her to reveal to him 
why the queen is so angered against him. The confidante 
replies, she would gladly tell him all, but important busi¬ 
ness calls her elsewhere, he is to wait here a moment, 
she will come back directly. The confidante certainly 
intends to deliver him up into the hands of the queen, she 
persuades him to remain but not to sleep, and JEgisthus, 
who remains in accordance with his promise, falls asleep, 
not in accordance with his promise but because he is tired, 

1 And M. de Voltaire’s also. For not only Lindelle says: 44 Ensuite 
cette suivante rencontre le jeune figiste, je ne sals comment, et lui 

S erenade de se reposer dans le vestibule, afin que, qnand il sera en- 
ormi, la reine puisse le tuer tout k son aise; ” but M. de Voltaire 
himself says, 44 la confidante de Me'rope engage le jemie Igiste h dormir 
sur la scfene, afin de donner le temps k la reine de venir l’y assassiner.” 
What is to be inferred from this unanimity I need not remark. It is 
rare for a liar to agree with himself, and if two liars agree it must be a 
prearranged concern. 
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because it is right and because he does not see where 
else he should spend the night. 2 Lindelle’s second lie is 
of the same kind. He says : “ Merope after she has been 
hindered by old Polydorus from murdering her son, asks 
him what reward he requires for his services, and the old 
fool begs her to rejuvenate him.” Begs her to rejuvenate 
him ? “ The reward of my services,” says the old man 
“is to see you happy. What could you give me? I 
need nothing, I ask nothing. 3 One thing I might wish, 
but that is neither in your power nor that of any mortal, 
to grant, that the weight of years under which I groan 
be lightened,” &c. Does that mean, “ lighten thou 
the load ? give thou me back my strength and youth ? n 
1 do not say that these complaints about the discomforts 
of age are in their most appropriate plaoe here, although 
they are quite in keeping with the character of Poly¬ 
dorus. But is every awkwardness a madness? And 
would not Polydorus and his poet be mad in the truest 
sense if the latter really placed this petition in the mouth 
of the former, as Lindelle falsely asserts? Falsely 
asserts! Lies! Do such trifles merit such hard words? 
Trifles? What Lindelle held important enough to lie 

* Atto IT. so. 2. 

Egi. Mk di tanto furor : di tanto affanno 
Qual* ebb© mai cagion ? . . . 

Ism. H tutto 

Sooprirti io non ricuso: ink egli k d* uopo 
Che qui t’ arresti per brev* ora: urgente 
Cura or mi chiama altrove. 

Egi. Io volontieri 

T* attendo quanto vuoi. Ism. Mk non partire 
E non far si, ch* io quk ritorni indarao. 

Egi. Mia fk d5 in pegno; e dove gir dovrei ?— 

* Atto IV. so. 7. 

Meel Ma quale, 6 mio fedel, qual potro io 
Darti gik mai merok, che i merti agguagli ? 

Pol. II mio stesso servir fu premio; ed ora 
M*k, il vederti contenta, ampia meroede. 

Che vuoi tu darmi ? io nulla bramo: oaro 
Sol mi saria ci5, ch* altri dar non puote; 

Che soemato mi fosse il grave inoarco 
Degli anni, che mi stk sh *1 capo, e k terra 
U curva, e preme si, che parmi un monte— 
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about, should that not be important enough to justify a 
third person in telling him that he has lied ? 

No. 44. 

I now come to Lindelle’s blame which touches Yoltaire 
as well as Maffei for whom it was alone intended. 

1 pass over the two points where Yoltaire himself felt 
that the missile recoiled on him. Lindelle had said that 
the signs were weak and ignoble from which Maffei’s Me- 
rope concluded that iEgisthus was the murderer of her son. 
Yoltaire replied: “I cannot deny to you that I think 
Maffei has acted more artfully than I, in letting Merope 
believe that her son is the murderer of her son. He 
could employ a ring for this purpose and that I might 
not, for since the royal ring at which Boileau mocks in 
his ‘ Satires * that would seem very petty on our stage.” 
But why need Yoltaire choose old armour instead of a 
ring? When Herbas took away the child, what could 
have induced him to take the armour of the murdered 
king as well ? In order that JSgisthus when grown up 
need not buy new armour but could use his father’s ola 
suit ? The prudent old man! Did he not take a few old 
dresses of the mother’s as well ? Or did he do it that 
iEgisthus might some day be known by the armour ? Such 
a suit of armour was probably unique ? It was probably 
a suit of family armour that Vulcan himself had made for 
the great-grandfather. An impenetrable suit of armour? 
Or perchance embellished with beautiful figures and sym¬ 
bols at whose aspect Eurykles and Merope would recog¬ 
nise it after fifteen years ? If this be so, then the old man 
certainly had to take it, and M. de Yoltaire has cause to be 
grateful to him that, among the bloody confusion when an¬ 
other would only have thought of the child, he also thought 
of so useful a commodity. For if JEgisthus had to lose his 
father’s kingdom, he need not lose his father’s armour in 
which he might reconquer it. Secondly Lindelle has com¬ 
mented upon Maffei’s Polyphontes who insists on wedding 
Merope. As if Voltaire’s did not insist on this too! Vol¬ 
taire therefore replies to him: “ Neither Maffei nor I have 
made the reasons urgent enough why Polyphontes insists 
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on having Merope as his spouse. It is perhaps a fault in 
the subject, but I acknowledge to you that I hold this 
fault very small if the interest it awakens be considerable.” 
No, the fault is not in the subject. For in this respect 
Maffei changed the subject. Why need Voltaire have ' 
adopted this change if he did not see his advantage 
therein ? 

There are several points which Voltaire might have 
applied to himself; but what father sees all the faults of 
his child ? The stranger who perceives them all at once, 
need not therefore be more observant than the father; 
sufficient that he is not the father. Let us assume that I 
am this stranger! 

Lindelle objects in Maffei that he often leaves his 
scenes disconnected, the stage empty, that his personages 
often enter and exeunt without cause! all radical faults 
which we do not pardon nowadays in the most wretched 
poet. Radical faults these ? But this is the French critic’s 
mode of speaking, and I must allow him this if I do not 
want to begin with him from the very beginning. But 
radical or not as they may be, must we believe Lindelle’s 
assertion that such are so rare among the poets of his 
nation ? It is true it is they who boast of most obedience 
to rules, but it is they also who give to these rules such 
extension that it scarce repays the labour to bring 
them forward as rules; or else regard them in such a 
left-handed and forced manner, that it generally offends 
more to see them observed thus instead of not at all. 1 
Voltaire especially is a master in the art of making the 

1 This was in part also Schlegcrs verdict. a To tell the truth,” 
he said, in his ‘ Thoughts for the Institution of a Danish Theatre,' 
“the English who boast of no unity of place, generally observe this 
better than the French, who give themselves many airs about follow^ 
ing the rules of Aristotle so closely. Now it matters least that the 
picture of the scenes remains unaltered. But if there is no reason 
why the acting personages should be at one place instead of having 
stayed at another where they were before; if one person acts as 
master and inmate of a room in which shortly before another person 
acted as if he were master of the house, talking with all ease with 
himself or a oonfidante without this circumstance being excused on 
the score of probability; in short if the persons only come into this 
garden or room in order to enter on the stage, then the author of the 
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chains of rule so easy that he retains full freedom to 
move about as he likes; and yet he often moves so 
Awkwardly and heavily and makes such vexatious gyra¬ 
tions that we might almost believe every one of his limbs 
was fastened to a different block. It costs me some 
self-sacrifice to regard a work of genius from this point 
of view; but as it is still so fashionable among the 
commoner class of art critics to regard it from scarcely 
any other; as it is that about which the admirers of the 
French theatre make the most noise, I will look at it more 
closely before I join their outcries. 

I. The scene is at Messene in the palace of Merope. 
This to begin with is not the stem unity of place, 
which in accordance with the rules and examples of the 
ancients, a Hedelin deemed he could demand. The scene 
must not be the whole palace, but only a portion of 
the palace, which the eye can overlook from one and 
the same point of view. Whether it be a whole palace, 
a whole town, or a whole province it is thus the same 
impossibility. But Corneille already gave extension to 
this rule, of which in any case there is no express men¬ 
tion among the ancients, and decreed that a single town 
was sufficient for unity of place. If he wished to justify 
his best pieces from this point of view, he was obliged 
to relent so far. What was permitted to Corneille was 
right for Voltaire. I therefore do not object that the 
scene must be imagined now in the room of the queen, 
now in this chamber, now in that atrium, now on this 
side, now on that. Only in these changes he should have 
taken the precaution that Corneille recommended; they 
must not be employed in the same act, still less in the same 
scene. The place where the act opens must remain through 
the act, and to change it in one scene or to enlarge or 

play would have done better to place the words ‘ the scene of action 
is the theatre ’ upon his playbill, instead of ‘ the scene is a room in 
the house of Climenes*; or, to speak more seriously, it would have 
been far better if the author had followed the custom of the English 
to change the scene from one house into another, and thus allow his 
spectators to follow his hero, iustead of giving the hero the trouble to 
go to a place where he has nothing to do in order to please the 
spectators.” 
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contract it, is the greatest absurdity conceivable.* The 
third act of ‘ Merope ’ may occur out of doors, under 
a corridor, in a saloon, in whose depths the monument 
of Kresphontes is seen, at which the Queen intends to 
slay JEgisthus with her own hand; but what can be 
imagined more paltry than that, in the middle of the 
fourth scene when Eurykles leads off JEgisthus, he must 
close this background behind him. How does he close it? 
Does a curtain tall over it ? If ever what Hedelin says 
of such curtains applied at all, it must apply to this one 2 
particularly if we also weigh the reasons why jEgisthus 
is led away so suddenly, why he must be instantaneously 
taken out of sight by means of this machinery whereof 
later on. Just such a curtain is raised in the fifth act. 
The first six scenes are laid in a hall in the palace and 
with the seventh we suddenly have an open view into the 
temple, in order that we may see a dead body in a bloody 
robe. By what miracle this ? And was the sight worth 
the miracle ? We may think that the doors of this temple 
are suddenly opened, that Merope rushes out with the 
whole people, and that we thus attain a look into it. I 
understand; this temple was her widowed majesty’s 
private ohapel that abutted on the hall and was in com¬ 
munication with it, in order that her gracious highness 
might always go dry-footed to her devotions. Only then 
we ought not only to see them go out that way, but also see 
them enter; at least we ought to see JEgisthus do so, who 
at the end of the fourth scene is obliged to run and must 
be sure to take the shortest road if eight lines farther 
on he is already to have accomplished his deed. 

No. 45. 

II. Nor has M. de Voltaire made matters less easy to 
himself in regard to the rules of unity of time. If wo 
consider all the events occurring in his ‘ Merope/ as oocur- 

* “ On met des rideaux qui se tirent et retirent, pour faire que les 
acteurs paroissent et disparoissent selon la necessity da sujet —cm 
rideaux ne sont bona qu’fe faire des oouvertures pour berner oeux qui 
les ont inventus, et oeux qoi les approuvent.”—Pratique du Th&tre, 
liy. ii. chap. 6. 
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ring on one day, what a number of absurdities we must 
conceive. Let us assume a full, natural day, let us even 
accord to it thirty hours, the limit to which Corneille 
deemed it might be extended. It is true, I see no 
physical hindrances why all the events could not have 
occurred in this space of time, but I see the more moral 
obstacles. It is certainly not impossible that a woman 
should be wooed and married within twelve hours, 
especially if we drag her by main force before the priests. 
But if it occurs do we not require the most cogent and 
urgent reasons for such forcible speed? And then if 
not even a shadow of such reasons exist, how is that 
which is only possible by physical means to appear 
probable to us? The state desires to choose a king;. 
Polyphontes and the absent iEgisthus can alone come into 
consideration; in order to nullify the claims of iEgisthus 
Polyphontes seeks to marry his mother; on the very day 
of the election he sues for her, she refuses him, the 
election proceeds and results in his favour, Polyphontes 
is now king and we should suppose that iEgisthus might 
now appear whenever he willed, the newly elected king 
would tolerate him awhile. Nothing of the sort; he insists 
on the marriage, insists it should take place that very 
day, the very day on which he has first offered his hand 
to Merope, the very day on which the people have elected 
him king. Such an old soldier and so fiery a wooer! 
But his wooing is nothing save diplomacy. The worse 
therefore to treat so harshly those whom he would en¬ 
tangle in his interests. Merope refused his hand when 
he was not yet king, when she was forced to believe 
that he principally sought her hand to help him upon 
the throne, but now he is king and has become so with¬ 
out founding his claim on the score of being her husband; 
he may renew his suit, perhaps she may yield, he should 
leave her time to forget the social rank that once divided 
them, to accustom her to look on him as her like, per¬ 
chance it only needs a short time for this. If he cannot 
win her, what boots it him to force her ? Will it remain 
a secret to her adherents that he forced her? Will they 
not think they will have to hate him also for this ? Will 
they not therefore join themselves to JEgisthus whenever 
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he appears and regard themselves bound to fight in his 
cause the cause of his mother ? In vain that fate which 
has been so dilatory the past fifteen years, now delivers 
iEgisthus into the tyrant’s hands and offers him a means 
whereby he can possess the throne free from other claims, 
a means far shorter and more infallible than the marriage 
with the mother. He will and must be married, and 
married to-day, this very evening, the new king will 
claim the old queen to-night or he is not satisfied. Is 
anything more comic conceivable! In the representation 
I mean ; for that a man with only a spark of sense could 
act thus, is obviously out of the question. What good 
does it do the poet, that the particular actions that occur 
, in every act would not require much more time for their 
real occurrence than is occupied by the representation of 
each act; and that this time, including what is absorbed 
between the acts, would not nearly require a complete revo¬ 
lution of the sun; has he therefore regarded the unity of 
time ? He has fulfilled the words of the rule, but not 
their spirit. For what he lets happen in one day, can 
be done in one day it is true, but no sane mortal would 
do it in one day. Physical unity of time is not sufficient, 
the moral unity must also be considered, whose neglect is 
felt by every one, while the neglect of the other, though 
it generally involves an impossibility, is yet not so 
generally offensive because this impossibility can remain 
unknown to many. If, for instance, in a play a person 
must travel from one place to another and this journey 
alone would require more than a day, the fault is only 
observed by those who know the distance of the locality. 
Not everybody knows geographical distances, while 
everybody can feel in themselves for what actions they 
would allow themselves one day, for what several. 
The poet therefore who does not know how to preserve 
physical unity of time except at the expense of moral 
unity, who does not hesitate to sacrifice the one to the 
other, consults his own interests badly and sacrifices' 
the essential to the accidental. Maffei at least, takes a 
night to his aid, and the marriage which Polyphontes 
suggests to-day is solemnised to-morrow. With him too 
it is not the day on which Polyphontes ascends the throne. 
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hence circumstances press less closely, they hurry but they 
do not overhurry themselves. Voltaire’s Polyphontes is 
an ephemeron of a king, who does not deserve to reign 
a second day, because he began so stupidly and badly on 
the first. 

III. Lindelle says that Mafiei often does not connect the 
scenes and leaves the theatre empty; a fault that nowa* 
days would not be pardoned to the meanest poet. “ The 
connexion of scenes,” says Corneille, “ is a great ornament 
to a poem and nothing can better assure us of the con* 
tinuity of action than the continuity of representation. 
Still it is an ornament and no rule, for the ancients 
did not always submit to it,” &c. How! has tragedy 
become so much more perfect with the French since 
the days of their great Corneille, that the lack of that 
which he held but an ornament, has now become an 
unpardonable fault? Or have the French since his 
time forgotten yet more the essential of tragedy, that 
they lay so much stress on matters that in the main 
have no value ? Until this question is decided we may at 
least consider Corneille as trustworthy as Lindelle, and 
what, according to him, is no decided fault in Maffei may 
be placed against the less questionable one of Voltaire 
that he often leaves the stage much fuller than need be. 
"When, for instance, in the first act, Polyphontes comes to 
the queen, and the queen goes out with the third scene, 
with what right can Polyphontes linger in the rooms of the 
queen ? Is this room the place in which he should speak 
freely with his confidantes? The need of the poet is 
betrayed yet more in the fourth scene, in which wb learn, 
it is true, matters which we must learn, but which we learn 
in a place where we should never have expected so to do. 

IV. Mafiei often does not motivate the exits and entrances 
of his personages: Voltaire often motivates them falsely; 
which is far worse. It is not enough that a person says why 
he comes on, we ought also to perceive by the connexion 
that he must therefore come. It is not enough that he 
says why he goes off, we ought to see subsequently 
that he really went on that account. Else that which 
the poet places in his mouth is mere excuse and no cause* 
When for example, Eurykles goes off in the third scene of 
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the second act in order, as he says, to assemble the Mends of 
the queen, we ought to hear afterwards about these Mends 
and their assemblage. As however we hear nothing of 
the kind, his assertion is a schoolboy “ Peto veniam ex* 
eundi,” the first falsehood that occurs to the boy. .He does 
not go off in order to do what he says, but in order to return 
a few lines further on as the bearer of news which the 
poet did not know how to impart by means of any other 
person. Voltaire treats the end of whole acts yet more 
clumsily. At the close of the third act Polyphontes says 
to Merope that the altar awaits her, that au is ready for 
the solemnization of their marriage and he exits with a 
Venez Madame . But Madame does not come, but goes off 
into another coulisse with an exclamation, whereupon Poly¬ 
phontes opens the fourth act, and instead of expressing 
his annoyance that the queen has not followed him into 
the temple (for he had been in error, there was still time 
for the wedding) he talks with his Erox about matters 
he should not ventilate here, that are more fitting con¬ 
versation for his own house, his own rooms. Then the 
fourth act closes, closes exactly like the third. Poly- 

E hontes again summons the queen into the temple, Merope 
erself exclaims:— 

“ Courons tous vers le temple oh m’attend mon outrage 

and says to the chief priests who oome to conduct her 
thither:— 

“ Vous venez a l’autel entrainer la victime.” 

Consequently we must expect to see them inside the 
temple at the beginning of the fifth act, or are they 
already back again? Neither; good things will take 
time, Polyphontes has forgotten something and comes 
back again and sends the queen back again. Excellent! 
Between the third and fourth, and between the fourth 
and fifth acts nothing occurs that should, and indeed 
nothing occurs at all, and the third and fourth acts only 
close in order that the fourth and fifth may begin. 
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It is one thing to circumvent the rules, another 
observe them. The French do the former, the latter i 
only understood by the ancients. 

"Unity of action was the first dramatic law of 
ancients'; unity of time and place were mere consequen 
of the former which they would scarcely have obser 
more strictly than exigency required had not the cc 
bination with the chorus arisen. For since their acti< 
required the presence of a large body of people and t 
concourse always remained the same, who could go 
further from their dwellings nor remain absent lonj 
than it is customary to do from mere curiosity, they w 
almost obliged to make the scene of action one and 
same spot and confine the time to one and the same d 
They submitted bond fide to this restriction; but witl 
suppleness of understanding such that in seven cases < 
of nine they gained more than they lost thereby. For tl 
used this restriction as a reason for simplifying the act 
and to cut away all that was superfluous, and th 
reduced to essentials, it became only the ideal of an act 
which was developed most felicitously in this form wh 
required the least addition from circumstances of ti 
and place. 

The French on the contrary, who found no charms 
true unity of action, who had been spoilt by the w 
intrigues of the Spanish school, before they had learnt 
know Greek simplicity, regarded the unity of time a 
place not as consequences of unity of action, but as c 
cumstanoes absolutely needful to the representation of 
action, to which they must therefore adapt their riel 
and more complicated actions with all the sever 
required in the use of a chorus, which however th 
had totally abolished. When they found however, h 
difficult, nay at times how impossible this was, they ms 
a truce with the tyrannical rules against which th 
had not the courage to rebel. Instead of a single pla 
they introduced an uncertain place, under which 
oould imagine now this, now that spot; enough if i 
places combined were not too far apart and none requii 

vol. in. 2 B 
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special scenery, so that the same scenery could fit the one 
about as well as the other. Instead of the unity of a day 
they substituted unity of duration, and a certain period 
during which no one spoke of sunrise or sunset, or went 
to bed, or at least did not go to bed more than once, how¬ 
ever much might occur in this space, they allowed to pass 
as a day. 

Now no one would have objected to this, for unques¬ 
tionably even thus excellent plays can be made, and the 
proverb says; cut the wood where it is thinnest. But I 
must also allow my neighbour the same privilege. I must 
not always show him the thickest part, and ciy, “ There 
you must cut! That is where I cut!” Thus the French 
critics all exclaim, especially when they speak of the 
dramatic works of the English. What a to-do they then 
make of regularity, that regularity which they have made 
so easy to themselves! But I am weary of dwelling on 
this point! 

As far as. I am concerned Voltaire’s and Maffei’s 4 Merope ’• 
may extend over eight days and the scene may be laid in 
seven places in Greece! if only they had the beauties to 
make me forget these pedantries! 

The strictest observation of the rules cannot outweigh 
the smallest fault in a character. How tamely Poly- 
phontes talks and acts in Maffei’s play has not escaped 
Lindelle. He is right to mock at the needless maxims 
that Maffei places in the tyrant’s mouth. To remove the 
best and noblest in the state; to sink the people in 
sensuality that should sap its strength and make it effemi¬ 
nate ; to leave unpunished the greatest crimes under the 
guise of pity and mercy, etc.; if there be tyrants who 
reign in this silly mode, will they boast of their method ? 
Thus tyrants are depicted in a schoolboy’s essay, but they 
never speak thus themselves. 1 It is true that Voltaire 


i 


Atto in. so. 2 


“. . . Quandt 

Saran da poi sopiti alquanto, e queti 
Gli animi, 1’ arte del regnar mi giovi. 

Per mute oblique vie n’ andranno a Stige 
L* alme pik audaci, e generose. A i vizi 
Per cui vigor si abbatte, ardir si toglie 
II freno ail&rgherd. Lunga demenza 
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does not suffer Ms Polyphontes to declaim in so chilly and 
insane a manner, but occasionally he lets him say things 
that certainly no man of his kind would speak. For 
example:— 

“ Des Dieux quelquefois la longue patience 
Fait sur nous k pas lents descendre la vengeance ”— 

A Polyphontes ought to make this reflexion, but he never 
does. Still less would he make it at a moment when he 
encourages himself to new crimes. 

“ Eh bien, encore ce crime ! M . 

How absurdly he acts towards Merope I have already 
indicated. His behaviour towards iEgisthus is still less 
like a cunning and resolute man such as the poet depicted 
him at first. iEgisthus ought not to have appeared at 
the sacrifice. What was he to do there? To swear 
obedience? Before the people? Amid the cries of his 
despairing mother ? Must not that inevitably occur 
wMch Polyphontes feared before ?® He has every thing to 
fear for his person from iEgisthus; iEgisthus only 


Con pompa di pietfc faro, che splenda 
Bn i delinqnenti; a i gran delitti invito, 

Onde restino i buoni eepoeti, e paghi 
Benda gT iniqni la lioenza; ed onde 
Poi fra 8e distruggendosi, in orudeli 
Gare private ii lor furor si stempri. 

Udrai sovente risonar gli editti, 

E raddopiar le leggi, che al sovrano 
Giovan servato, e transgredite. Udrai 
Conor minaccia ognor di gaerra eeterna 
Ond* io n* andro su 1’ atterrita plebe 
Bempre crescendo i pesi, e peregrine 
Milizie introdurrb. . . ” 

* Acte I. sc. 4:— 

u Si ce fils, tant pleure, dans Messfene est produit, 

De quinze ans de travanx j’ai perdu tout le fruit. 
Crois-moi, ces pr^juggs de sang et de naissanoe 
Hevivront dans les cceurs, y prendront sa defense, 
Le souvenir du pfere, et cent rois pour ayeux, 

Cet honneur pretendu d’etre issu de nos Dieux; 
Les oris, le d&espoir d'une mhre ^ploree, 
D^truiront ma paigssaoe encor mal assuks.’* 

2^2 
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demands his sword back in order to decide the whole 
quarrel between them, and this madly bold iEgisthus he 
suffers to come near him at the altar where the first 
implement he seizes upon, may be a sword. Maffei’s 
Polyphontes is free from this absurdity, for he does not 
know ASgisthus and deems him his friend. What then 
was to hinder iEgisthus from approaching him at the 
altar? No one observed his movements, the blow was 
struck, the second ready before it occurred to any one to 
avenge the first. 

“Merope,” says Lindelle “ when Maffei lets her know that 
her son is murdered, desires to tear the heart of the mur¬ 
derer from his body and to rend it with her teeth. 3 That 
is expressing oneself like a cannibal and not like a sorrow¬ 
ing mother; bienseance must everywhere be observed.” 
Quite true; but though the French Merope is too refined to 
desire to eat such a raw heart without salt or dripping, yet 
it seems to me that she is at bottom as much of a cannibal 
as the Italian. 

No. 47. 

And how so? If it is unquestionable that we must 
judge men more by their deeds than by their words; if a 
hasty word spoken in the heat of passion proves little for 
their moral character, but a deliberate cool action proves 
all, then I am right. Merope who abandons herself to 
anxious sorrow while uncertainty reigns regarding her 
son’s fate, and who extends her pity to all unfortunates in 
the remembering how unhappy her absent son.may be, is 
the ideal of a mother. Merope who at the moment that 
she hears of the loss of the object of all this tenderness, 
sinks down staggered and then rouses herself and raves 
and threatens and intends to execute the most bloody, most 
terrible vengeance on him who is in her power; this 

* Atto n. sc. 6:— 

“ Quel scelerato in mio poter vorrei 
Per trarae prima, s’ ebbe parte in questo 
Assassinio il tiranno; io voglio poi 
Con una score spalancargli il petto, 

Voglio strappargli il cor, voglio co’ denti 
Lacerarlo, o sbrauarlo. . . 
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Merope remains the same ideal, only in the condition Of 
violent action in which she gains in strength and expres¬ 
sion what she has lost in beauty and tenderness. * But 
Merope who takes time for her revenge, prepares for it, 
arranges solemnities for it, desires herself to be executioner, 
not to kill but to torture, not to punish but to gloat over 
the punishment, is this one a mother? Even so, but a 
mother as we imagine her among cannibals, a mother such 
as every she-bear is. This action of Merope may please 
whom it lists, only let him not tell me that it pleases him, if 
I am not to despise as well as loathe him. Perhaps M. de 
Voltaire would put this down also to a fault in the sub¬ 
ject ; perhaps he would say Merope must kill jEgisthus 
with her own hand or the whole coup de thSatre so praised 
by Aristotle, which the sensitive Athenians so delighted 
in, would fall away. But M. de Voltaire would be wrong 
again, and again have confounded the arbitrary deviation 
of Maffei with the subject itself. It is true the subject 
demands that Merope should kill iEgisthus with her own 
hand, but it does not demand that she should do so 
upon reflexion. And without reflexion she must have 
done it in Euripides if we are to regard Hyginus’s fable as 
the abstract of his play. The old man comes weeping to 
the queen and says that her son has disappeared ; she has 
just heard that a stranger has arrived who boasts that he 
has murdered him and that this stranger is sleeping 
quietly under her roof; she seizes the first thing that 
falls to hand, tears angrily into the room of the sleeper, 
the old man follows her and the recognition occurs at the 
moment in which the crime was to be perpetrated. That 
was very simple and natural, very touching and human. 
The Athenians trembled for iEgisthus without being 
obliged to loathe Merope. They trembled for Merope 
herself whose noble precipitancy made her run the risk of 
being her son’s murderer. Now Maffei and Voltaire only 
make me tremble for iEgisthus, for I am so out of patience 
with their Merope that I should almost like to see her exe¬ 
cute her deed. Would that she might have this satisfaction I 
If she can take time to execute her revenge she ought also 
to have found time for investigation. Why is she such 
a bloodthirsty animal ? He has murdered her son; very 
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f ood, she may do with the murderer what she will in the 
rst heat of passion; I forgive her, for she is a mortal and 
a mother. I will willingly weep and despair with her if 
she should find how much cause she has to regret this 
first rash heat. But madam, a young man who shortly 
before interested you so much, in whom you recognised so 
many signs of candour and innocence, need you slaughter 
him with your own hand on the tomb of his father as the 
murderer of your son, need you call priests and guards to 
your aid because you find him in posession of an old 
suit of armour that only your son should wear ? Oh! fie! 
madam. I am greatly mistaken or you would have been 
hissed in Athens. 

That the maladroitness with which after fifteen years 
Polvphontes demands the aged Merope as his wife is as 
little a fault of the subject, I have mentioned before. 
For according to Hyginus’s fable Polvphontes married 
Merope immediately after the murder of Kresphontes and 
it is quite oonoeivable that Euripides should have assumed 
this circumstance. And why not? The very reasons 
with whioh Voltaire's Eurykles urges Merope after fifteen 
years to bestow her hand upon the tyrant would have 
been as valid fifteen years earlier. 1 It was quite in 

1 Acte II. bo. 1:— 

“ Meb. Non, mon fils ne le souffrirait pas. 

L’exil oil son enfance a langni oondamn& 

Lni serait moms affreux quo oe ltohe hym£n&. 

Eub. II le oondaumerait, si, paisible en son rang, 

II n’en oroyait ioi qne lea droits de son sang; 

Mais, si par les malheurs son &me iiait instruite. 

Stir ses vrais interets s’il reglait sa conduit©, 

Be ses tristes amis s’il oonsultait la voix, 

Et la n&essite souveraine des loix, 

II verrait qne iamais sa malhenreuse mfere 
Ne lui donna a’amour une marque plus chere. 

Meb. Ah que me dites-vous ? 

Eub. Be dures vfrites 

Qui m’arrachent mon able et vos calamit^s. 

Meb. Quoi! Voos me demandez que l’int^rdt surmonte 
Cette invincible horreor que j’ai pour Polifonte! 

Vous qui me l’avez peint de si noires oouleurs! 

Eub. Je l’aci peint dangereux, je oonnais ses fureurs, 

Mais il eat tout-puissant; mais rien ne lni r&iste; 

II est sans heritier> et vous airoez Egiste/* 
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character with the ancient Greek women that they 
conquered their abhorrence against the murderers of 
their husbands and accept them in their place if they 
thought that the children of their first marriage would 

S in advantage thereby: I remember to have read some- 
ing similar in the Greek novel of Chariton published 
by D’Orville in which a mother very touchingly takes her 
unborn child to judge between them. I think the passage 
deserves to be quoted but I have not the book at hand. 
Enough that that which Voltaire puts into the mouth of 
Eurykles would have been sufficient to justify Merope’s 
conduct if he had introduced her as the wife of Poly? 
phontes. The cold scenes of political love-making would 
thereby have fallen away and I see more than one method 
by which this might have heightened the interest and 
made the situations yet more involved. 

But Voltaire insisted on remaining on the road that 
Maffei had levelled for him ; and because it never occurred 
to him that there could be a better and that this better 
was the one that had already been traversed in ancient 
times, he satisfied himself with removing a few sand¬ 
stones out of the path over which he thought his prede¬ 
cessor had nearly capsized. Would he otherwise have 
retained the circumstance that iEgisthus, ignorant of his 
own identity, should accidentally have come to Messene, 
and there have aroused the suspicion that he was his 
own murderer owing to petty dubious indications? In 
Euripides, iEgisthus knew himself perfectly, came to 
Messene for the express purpose of revenging himself, 
and gave himself out to be the murderer of ^Igisthus. 
He did not discover himself to his mother, be it from 
suspicion, from caution, or from whatever cause, it is 
certain that the poet did not let him lack for reasons. I 
have above lent some of my own reasons to Maffei to account 
for the changes he has made with Euripides’ plot, but I 
am far removed from regarding the reasons as sufficient, 
the changes felicitous; I rather assert that every step that 
lie ventured aside from the footprints of the Greeks 
became a false step; that jEgisthus does not know himself, 
that he chances to come to Messene and “ per combinazione 
d’accidenti” (as Maffei expresses it) is regarded as the 
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murderer of iEgisthus, not only gives to the whole story 
a very confused, dubious and romance-like aspect but 
greatly weakens the interest. With Euripides the spec¬ 
tators knew from iEgisthus himself that it was iEgistnus, 
and the more certainly they knew that Merope was coming 
to murder her own son, the greater necessarily must be 
the horror that , possessed them on this account, the more 
torturing the pity which befell them lest Merope should 
not be hindered in time from the execution of her deed. 
Now Maffei and Voltaire, on the contrary, only let us 
suspect that the assumed murderer of the son may be the 
son himself and our greatest terror is therefore reserved 
for the sole moment in which it ceases to be terror. And 
the worst is this, that the reasons which lead us to 
suppose that the young stranger is the sqn of Merope are 
the very reasons from which Merope should suppose this, 
and we do not know him, especially in Voltaire, more 
closely and certainly than she ought to know him herself. 
We either trust as much to these reasons as Merope trusts 
to them or we trust more. If we trust as much, we 
must with her deem the youth a deceiver, and the fate 
that she intends for him touches us very little. If we 
trust more, we must censure Merope that she is not more 
observant and lets herself be carried away by such 
shallow reasons. Neither case is desirable. 

No. 48. 

It is true our surprise is greater if we do not know 
with certainty that JEgisthus is iEgisthus before Merope 
knows it. But what a poor amusement is this surprise! 
And why need the poet surprise us ? He may surprise 
his personages as much as he likes. We shall still derive 
our advantage therefrom, even if we have long foreseen 
what befalls them so unexpectedly. Nay our sympathy 
will be the more vivid and the stronger, the longer and 
more certainly we have foreseen it. 

On this point I will allow the best French art critic to 
speak for me. “ In involved plays,” says Diderot, 1 “ the 

1 In his dramatic poetics after the * Pfere de famille.* 
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interest is owing more to the plot than to the words, 
while in simple plays, the effect rests on the words rather 
than on the plot.” But to what is this interest to refer ? 
To the personages? to the spectators? the spectators 
are only witnesses, of whom we know nothing, conse¬ 
quently it is the personages whom we must consider. 
Unquestionably. Let these knot the complication with¬ 
out knowing it, let it be impenetrable for them, bring 
them without their knowledge nearer and nearer to the 
denouement. If the personages feel emotion we spectators 
shall yield to the same feelings, shall feel them also. I 
am far removed from believing with the majority of those 
who have written on the dramatic art that the denouement 
should be hid from the spectator. I rather think it 
would not exceed my powers to rouse the very strongest 
interest in the spectators even if I resolved to make a 
work where the denouement was revealed in the first scene. 
Everything must be clear for the spectator, he is the 
confidant of each person, he knows everything that 
occurs, everything that has occurred and there are 
hundreds of instances when we cannot do better than to 
tell him straight out what is going to occur. 

0 ye manufacturers of general rules, how little do ye 
understand art, how little do ye possess of the genius 
that brought forth the masterpieces upon which ye build 

and which it may overstep as often as it lists!- 

My thoughts may appear as paradoxical as they like, yet 
so much I know for certain, that for one instance where it 
is useful to conceal from the spectator an important event 
until it has taken place there are ten and more where 
interest demands the very contrary. By means of secrecy 
a poet effects a short surprise, but in what enduring 
disquietude could he have maintained us if he had made 
no secret about it! Whoever is struck down in a moment, 
I can only pity for a moment. But how if I expect the 
blow, how if I see the storm brewing and threatening for 
some time about my head or his ? For my part none of 
the personages need know each other if only the spec¬ 
tator knows them all. Nay I would even maintain that 
the subject which requires such seorecy is a thankless 
subject, that the plot in which we have to take recourse 
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to it is not as good as that in which we conld have done 
without it. It will never give occasion for anything 
great. We shall be obliged to occupy ourselves with 
preparations that are either too dark or too clear, the 
whole poem becomes a collection of little artistic tricks 
by means of which we effect nothing more than a short 
surprise. If on the contrary everything that concerns 
the personages is known, I see in this knowledge the 
source of the most violent emotions. Why have certain 
monologues such a great effect ? Because they acquaint 
me with the secret intentions of the speaker and this 
confidence at once fills me with hope or fear. If the 
condition of the personages is unknown, the spectator 
cannot interest himself more vividly in the action than 
the personages. But the interest would be doubled for 
the spectator if light is thrown on the matter, and he 
feels that action and speech would be quite otherwise if 
the personages knew one another. 

Only then I shall scarcely be able to await what is to 
become of them when I am able to compare that which 
they really are with that which they do or would do. 

Applying this to iEgisthus it is evident to which of 
the two plots Diderot would incline: to the old one of 
Euripides where the spectators know ASgisthus from the 
beginning as well as he knows himself, or to the new one 
of Maffei so blindly accepted by Voltaire where iEgisthus 
is a riddle to himself and the spectators; and the whole 
play is thus made into a collection of little artistic tricks 
that effect nothing but a short surprise. 

Diderot is not wrong in pronouncing his thoughts on 
the superfluity and poverty of all uncertain expectations 
and sudden surprises to be as new as they are valid. 
They are new in regard to their abstraction, but very old 
in regard to the patterns from which they are abstracted. 
They are new in consideration that his predecessors have 
always insisted on the contrary, but neither Horace nor 
Aristotle belong to these predecessors, they never uttered 
anything that could confirm their exponents and successors 
in their predilection for this contrary method the good effects 
of which they could not have perceived from the greater 
number or from the best plays of the anoients. Among 
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these Euripides was so certain of himself that he almost 
always showed his spectators the goal whither he would 
lead them. Nay I should be inclined to defend his pro¬ 
logues that have so displeased modem critics from this 
very point of view. “ Not enough,” says Hedelin, “ that 
he generally lets one of his chief characters narrate to the 
spectators what has preceded the action of his play in 
order to give them comprehension for what follows; he 
often employs a god for this purpose, of whom he may 
assume that he knows everything and through whom he 
.acquaints us not only with what has occurred but with what 
will occur. We are thus initiated at the beginning into 
the plot and the whole catastrophe, and foresee every 
event. This is a very serious fault, totally opposed to 
that uncertainty and expectancy that should always reign 
on the stage; it destroys all the pleasure of a play, that 
Should rest simply and solely on novelty and surprise.” 3 
No, the most tragic of all tragic poets did not think so 
meanly of his art, he knew it was capable of yet greater 
perfection and that the gratification of a childish curiosity 
was the least of the pretensions it set up. He therefore 
deliberately let his spectators know as much of the coming 
action as any god might know, and promised to awaken 
their emotions, not so much by that which should occur, 
as by the mode in which it should occur. Consequently 
the art critics ought to find no stumbling-block here 
except this, that he did not seek to convey to us the 
necessary knowledge of the past and the future by a 
more subtle mode, but that he had to employ for this a 
Higher Being who probably had nothing to do with the 
action, and that this Higher Being manifestly addressed the 
spectators, by which means the dramatic genre was con¬ 
founded with the narrative. But if they restricted their 
blame to this, what then is their blame ? Is the useful and 
necessary never welcome to us except when it is secretly 
forced upon us ? Are there not matters, especially in the 
future, which no one but a god can know, and if the 
interest rests on such matters, is it not better we should 
know them beforehand through the intervention of a god 

1 Pratique du theatre, liv. 3, chap. i. 
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than not at all ? And finally what do we mean by the 
mixtures of genres ? In our primers it is right we should 
separate them from one another as carefully as possible, 
but if a genius, for higher purposes amalgamates several 
of them in one and the same work, let us forget our primer 
and only examine whether he has attained these higher 
purposes. What do I care whether a play of Euripides 
is neither wholly a narrative nor wholly a drama, call it a 
hybrid, enough that this hybrid pleases me more, edifies me 
more, than the most rule-correct creations of your correct 
Racines or whatever else they may be called. Because 
the mule is neither a horse nor an ass, is it therefore the 
less one of the most useful beasts of burden ? 

No. 49. 

In a word, where the detractors of Euripides see 
nothing but a poet who from indolence or incapacity, or 
both causes, endeavours to make his work as easy to himself 
as possible; where they think that they discover dramatic 
art in its cradle, I think I see it in its perfection, and 
admire in Euripides the master who is in reality as cor¬ 
rect as they demand, and only seems to be less correct 
because he wished to accord to his plays one beauty more 
for which they have no comprehension. 

For it is clear that all the plays whose prologues annoy 
them so much would be completely and entirely compre¬ 
hensible without these prologues. Erase for instance from 
‘Ion* the prologue of Mercury, from ‘Hecuba* the pro¬ 
logue of Polydorus, let the one begin with the morning 
devotions of Ion, the other with the complaints of Hecuba, 
are either of them therefore in the least mutilated ? How 
could you miss that which you have erased if it was not 
there at all ? Does not everything maintain the same se- 

S uence, the same connexion ? You must even confess that 
lie plays would be more beautiful according to your mode 
of thought if we did not know from the prologues that Ion, 
whom Creusa intends to poison, is the son of this Creusa, 
that this Creusa whom Ion wishes to tear from the altar to 
a shameful death is the mother of this Ion: if we did not 
know that on the very day on which Hecuba must 
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abandon her daughter for sacrifice the unhappy old 
Woman is also to hear of the death of her last surviving 
son. For all these would bring about excellent surprises, 
and these surprises would be sufficiently prepared without 
your being able to say they suddenly broke out like 
lightning from a white cloud; they do not follow, 
they arise, it is not intended to disclose something to you 
but to impose something upon you, and yet you still quarrel 
with the poet ? You still reproach him with want of art. 
Forgive him a fault that a single stroke of the pen can 
make good; a gardener quietly lops off the superfluous 
branch, without scolding at the healthy tree that has 
brought it forth. Now if you would assume for a moment 
—it is true I am going to ask you to assume a great deal 
—that Euripides had as much insight, could have as much 
taste as you, and you wonder the more how with so much 
insight, so refined taste, he yet could commit so grave a 
fault, come over to me and regard what you call his faults 
from my point of view. Euripides knew as well as we 
that his ‘ Ion * for instance could stand without the pro¬ 
logue, that without this it was a play which sustained 
the interest and uncertainty of the spectator to the close, 
but he did not care for this uncertainty and expectation. 
For if the spectator only learned in the fifth act that Ion 
was the son of Creusa, then it is not for them her son, 
but a stranger, an enemy, whom she seeks to make away 
with in the third act; then it is not for them the mother 
of Ion on whom Ion seeks to avenge himself in the fourth 
act, but only a murderess. Whence then should fear and 
pity arise ? The mere presumption that could be deduced 
from coincident circumstances that Ion and Creusa might 
have some connexion would not be sufficient for* this, 
this assumption must become a certainty, and if the 
spectator could only receive this certainty from outside, 
if it was not possible for one of the acting personages to 
initiate him, was it not better that the poet should 
initiate him in the only possible way rather than not at 
all ? Say of this method what you will, enough if it has 
helped him to attain his goal, his tragedy is throughout 
what a tragedy should be, and if you are still dissatisfied 
that the form should give place to the essential then 
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supply your learned criticism with nothing but plays 
where the essential is sacrificed to the form, and you are 
rewarded. Let Whitehead’s ‘ Creusa ’ please you hence¬ 
forth, in which no god predicts, in which you learn every¬ 
thing from an old garrulous confidante who is questioned 
by a cunning gipsy, let these please you better henceforth 
than Euripides’ 4 Ion,’ I shall not envy you. 

When Aristotle speaks of Euripides as the most tragic 
of all tragic poets he did not merely mean that most of 
his plays end with an unhappy catastrophe, although I 
am aware that many thus interpret the Stagyrite. Eor 
this trick could easily be copied, and the bungler who 
murders and slaughters right and left, and allows none of 
his personages to leave the stage whole or alive, would 
then be permitted to think himself as tragic as Euripides. 
Unquestionably Aristotle had various qualities in mind 
when he accorded him this epithet. No doubt the above- 
named quality belonged to those by means of which the 
author let the spectators foresee all the misfortunes that 
were to befall his personages, in order to gain their 
sympathy while these were yet far removed from 
deeming that they required sympathy. Sokrates was the 
master and friend of Euripides, and hence how many 
might imagine that the poet owed to this friendship with 
the philosopher all the wealth of splendid maxims that 
he has scattered so profusely throughout his plays! I 
think that he owed far more to him ; he might have been 
just as rich in maxims without him, but he would 
scarcely have been as tragic without him. Fine sentences 
and moral maxims are just what we are likely to hear 
least from a philosopher like Sokrates, his life was the 
only moral that he preached. But what we learn in his 
society is to know man and ourselves; to be observant of 
our motions; to search for and to love the smoothest and 
shortest paths of nature; to judge each matter according 
to its intention; this was what Euripides learned from 
Sokrates and what made him the first in his art. Happy 
the poet who has such a friend and can consult with him 
every day, every hour. 

Even Voltaire seems to have felt that it would be well 
if he could acquaint us from the beginning with the son 
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of Merope, if we could start with the knowledge that the 
amiable unhappy youth whom Merope shields at first* 
and whom she afterwards desires to kill as the murderer 
of her JEgisthus, is iEgisthus himself. But the youth 
does not know himself, and there is no one there who knows 
him better and through whom he could learn it. What 
then does the poet do ? How does he provide that we 
should know with certainty that Merope is raising the 
dagger against her own son, even before old Narbas calls 
to her? Oh 1 he sets about this most cunningly ! Only 
a Voltaire could have thought of such an artistic trick. 
As soon as the unknown youth enters, he places the name 
JEgisthus in large, distinct beautiful letters over the first 
speech he has to make, and so on over all the following. 
Now we know it, for Merope has in the preceding scenes 
named her son more than once, and even if she had not 
done so we need only refer to the list of Dramatis persona 
printed at the commencement, to find it there in full! It 
is certainly rather comic when the person above whose 
speeches we have a dozen times read the name iEgisthus, 
on being asked:— 

“ Narbas vous est connu ? 

Le nom d’^giste au moins jusqu’a vous est venu? 

Quel etait votre etat, votre rang, votre pere ?* 

replies:— 

44 Mon pdre est un vieillard accabl£ de mis&re; 

Polyclete est son nom; mais liJgiste, Narbas, 

Ceux dont vous me parlez, je ne les connais pas.” 

It is also remarkable that we hear no other name from 
this iEgisthus who is not called dEgisthus; that when he 
replies to the queen that his father is called Polyclete, he 
does not add, and I am called so and so. For a name he 
must needs have, and M. de Voltaire could surely have 
invented that also, seeing he has invented so much! 
Headers who are not well acquainted with the tricks of 
a tragedy, could easily go astray here. They read that a 
youth is brought in who has committed murder on the 
highway; this youth they see is named JEgisthus, but he 
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says lie is not called so, and yet does not say what he is 
called. Oh! this youth, they presume, is not all right, he 
is an accomplished highwayman, young though he is, and 
innocently though he poses. Thus, I say, inexperienced 
readers are in danger of concluding; and yet I believe 
seriously speaking, that it is better that the experienced 
reader should learn even in this wise from the beginning 
who the unknown youth is, than not at all. Only do not 
tell me that this method of informing them is in the least 
bit more artistic and subtle than a prologue after the 
manner of Euripides. 

No. 50. 

Maffei gives the youth his two names, as is due: he is 
called iEgisthus as the son of Polydorus and Kresphontes 
as the son of Merope. In the list of personages he is only 
introduced under the former name, and Becelli took no 
small credit to himself for the fact that in his edition of 
the play, the true identity of iEgisthus could not be 
guessed. 1 For the Italians are even greater friends to 
surprises than the French. 

But Merope for ever ! In truth I pity my readers who 
promised to themselves in this journal a theatrical news¬ 
paper as varied and manifold, as amusing and comical as 
a theatrical newspaper should be. Instead of containing 
the story of the plays performed, told in short lively and 
touching romances, instead of detailed biographies of 
absurd, eccentric, foolish beings, such as those must be 
who concern themselves with writing comedies, instead of 
amusing, even slightly scandalous anecdotes of actors and 
especially actresses, instead of all these pretty things 
which they expected, they get long, serious, dry 
criticisms of old well-known plays; ponderous examina¬ 
tions of what tragedy should or should not be, at times 
even expositions of Aristotle. And they are to read this ? 
As I say, I pity them; they have been grievously 
deceived. But let me add in confidence, better they, 

1 “ Fin ne i nomi de* Personnaggi si fe levato quell’ error©, comtmissiino 
alle stampe d’ ogni drama, di scoprire il secreto nel premettergli, e per 
oonseguenza di levare il piacere a chi legge, overo ascolta, essendosi 
rneeso Egisto, dove era, Cresfonte sotto nome d’Egisto.” 
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than I. And I should be much deceived if I made their 
expectations ipy law. Not that their expectations 
would be very difficult to fulfil; no indeed, I should 
xather find them very easy, if only they agreed better 
with my intentions. 

* But I must indeed try to get over the subject of 
4 Merope.’ I really only wished to show that Voltaire’s 
4 Merope ’ was au fond nothing but the 4 Merope ’ of Maffei, 
and I think I have proved this. Aristotle says that it is 
not the same subject, but the same treatment and denoue¬ 
ment that make two or more plays to be held one and 
the same. Therefore it is not because Voltaire has 
treated the same story as Maffei, but because he has 
treated it in the same way, that I here pronounce him 
nothing but the translator and imitator of Maffei; Maffei 
did not merely reconstruct the 4 Merope ’ of Euripides, he 
made a 4 Merope ’ of his own; for he departed utterly from 
the plan of Euripides, and in the intention to write a play 
without love, in which the whole interest hinges on 
maternal affection, he subverted the entire fable; whether 
for good or evil is not in question here, he subverted it 
totally. Voltaire took from Maffei this whole * subverted 
fable; he took from him the fact that Merope is not mar¬ 
ried to Polyphontes; he took from him the political reasons 
for which the tyrant thinks he must, after fifteen years, 
insist on this union; he took from him the fact that the 
son of Merope does not know himself; he took from him 
the cause and manner of his leaving his reputed father; 
he took from him the incident that iEgisthus is brought 
to Messene as a murderer; he took from him the mis¬ 
understanding by means of which he is held to be his 
own murderer; he took from him the vague emotions of 
maternal love when Merope sees iEgisthus for the first 
time; he took from him the reason why iEgisthus was to 
die before Merope’s eyes, by her hand; he took from him 
the discovery of his accomplices; in short Voltaire took 
from Maffei the whole plot. And did he not further 
borrow from him the whole denouement f did he not learn 
from him to connect the sacrifice at which Polyphontes is 
to be*murdered with the entire action? Maffei made it a 
marriage-feast, and perhaps he only let his tyrant at last 
VOL. III. 2 c 
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think of this union with Merope, in order that the sacri¬ 
fice might be brought in more naturally, What Maffei 
invented, Voltaire copied. 

It is true that Voltaire has given a different turn to some 
of the events that he took from Maffei. For instance, in¬ 
stead of Polyphontes having already reigned fifteen years, 
he allows disorder to have existed in Messene for nfteen 
years and thus leaves the state in probable anarchy for 
this long time. Instead of making iEgisthus be attacked 
on the high-road by a robber, he makes him be attacked in 
the temple of Hercules, by two unknown personages who 
are offended at his invoking the aid of Hercules for the 
HeraclidaB, the god of the temple for his descendants. 
Instead of letting suspicion be aroused by a ring, as in 
Maffei, Voltaire arouses this by armour, and so on. But 
all these changes only regard trifles, that are nearly all 
beside the play and nave no influence on its economy. 
And yet I would allow these changes to Voltaire as 
expressions of his creative genius if I could only discover 
that he had understood how to alter that which he 
thought required alteration. I will explain myself by 
one of the quoted examples. Maffei makes his iEgisthus 
be attacked by a robber who seizes the moment when he 
sees him alone on the high-road, near to a bridge over the 
Pamise. iEgisthus overcomes the robber and throws his 
body into the river, out of fear that if the body be found 
in the road, the murderer may be pursued and he be 
recognised as such. A robber who wishes to rob a prince 
of his coat and purse is far too common a picture for my 
noble, delicate parterre, thought Voltaire; it would be 
better to make out of this robber a malcontent who 
desires to put iEgisthus out of the way as a follower of 
the Heraclidee. And why only one? Better two, that 
makes iEgisthus’s heroic deed the greater, and the one 
who escapes of these two, if I make him much older, can 
afterwards be regarded as Narbas. Very good, my dear 
compiler, but now farther* what next ? Why JEgisthus 
has killed one of these malcontents, what does he do then? 
He also carries the dead body to the water, Whaik? 
and how? and why? From the deserted road to the 
near river, that is comprehensible; but from the temple 
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to the river? Was no one then in the temple except 
these three ? Granted even this, for even this is not the 
greatest absurdity. The how could be yet imagined, but 
not the why, Maffei’s iEgisthus bears the body to the 
river because he fears to be pursued and recognised, 
because he thinks that if he has made away with the 
body, nothing can reveal his deed, that this will be 
buried in the river with the corpse. But can Voltaire’s 
iEgisthus imagine this ? Never more, or the second man 
ought not to have escaped. Will this one be satisfied that 
he has escaped with his life? Will he not observe him 
from afar, however afeared he may be? Will he not 
pursue him with cries until others detain him ? Will he 
not indict him and bear witness against him ? What will 
it then avail the murderer that he has borne the corpus 
delicti out of the way ? Here is an eye-witness who can 
prove all. He might have saved himself this useless 
trouble and rather have hurried to get across the 
boundary. It is true that the body had to be thrown 
into the water because of what was coming after; it was 
as needful for Voltaire as for Maffei that Merope should 
not be undeceived by its aspect; only that what in the 
one case iEgisthus does for his own benefit, he does for 
the benefit of the poet in the other. For Voltaire 
corrected away the cause without reflecting that he 
needed the effect of this cause, which henceforward 
depended on nothing but his necessity. 

One single change made by Voltaire in Maffei’s plan 
deserves the name of an improvement; namely that of 
suppressing Merope’s repeated attempts to avenge herself 
on her son’s presumed murderer, and letting the recogni¬ 
tion on the part of iEgisthus take place in the presence 
of Polyphontes. Herein I recognise the poet, and espe¬ 
cially the second scene of the fourth act is excellent. I 
only wish that the general recognition that must follow 
in the fourth scene of the third act had been managed 
with more art. For that iEgisthus is suddenly led away 
by Eurykles and that the depth of the scene closes behind 
him, is a very forced method. It is not a hair’s-breadth 
better than the precipitate flight by which iEgisthus 
saves himself in Maffei and concerning which Voltaire 

2 c 2 
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lets Lindelle speak so mockingly. Or rather this flight 
is more natural if only the poet had afterwards brought 
mother and son once together and had not entirely kept 
from us the first touching expressions of their mutual 
emotions. Perhaps Voltaire would not have separated 
the recognition scene if he had not been foroed to expand 
his material in order to make five acts of it. He com¬ 
plains more than once about “cette longue carri&re de 
cinq actes qui est prodigieusement difficile k remplir sans 
episodes.”—And now for the present enough of ‘ Merope.* 

Nos. 54 and 55. 

[Lessing treats at great length the source and subject of 
an English tragedy by John Banks: 4 The Earl of Essex.’ 
Referring to the box on the ear given by the Queen to 
Essex, he proceeds to treat of this in general.] 

A box on the ear in a tragedy! How English, how 
unbecoming! But before my over-refined readers mock at 
this too much, I beg to remind them of a similar act in 
the 4 Cid.’ M. de Voltaire’s commentary concerning this 
is curious in many respects. 44 Nowadays,” he says, 44 we 
should not dare to allow our heroes to have their ears 
boxed. The actors themselves would not know how to 
set about this, they only make believe to give one. Not 
even in comedy is such a thing allowed any longer, and 
this is the only example we have of it on the tragic stage.” 
44 It is possible that this among other reasons may explain 
why the 4 Cid ’ has been named a tragi-comedy, and at 
that time nearly all the plays of Scuderi and Boisrobert 
were tragi-comedies. We had long been of opinion in 
France that uninterrupted tragedy, without all inter¬ 
mixture of common traits, was not to be borne. The 
word tragi-comedy itself is very old. Plautus employs it to 
define his 4 Amphitryon/ because though the adventure of 
Sosia is comic, Amphitryon himself is seriously distressed 
thereby.” What things M. de Voltaire does write! How 
gladly he turns on a little learning and how ill it 
generally becomes him! 

It is not true that the box on the ear in the 4 Cid’ is 
the only one on the tragic stage. Voltaire either did not 
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know the Essex of Banks or he assumed that the tragic 
stage of his nation alone deserved the name. Either 
hypothesis betrays ignorance, and the latter yet more 
vanity than ignorance. What he adds about the name of 
tragi-comedy is equally false. Tragi-comedy is the repre¬ 
sentation of an important action that takes place among 
noble persons and has a happy end. Such is the ‘ Cid * 
and the box on the ear did not come into consideration, for 
notwithstanding this box on the ear, Corneille afterwards 
called his play a tragedy, as soon as he had put aside the 
prejudice that a tragedy must of necessity have an un¬ 
happy catastrophe. Plautus does employ the word tragico- 
comoadia , but he only uses it in fun and not to define 
a special genus. Neither has any one borrowed it of him 
in this sense, until it occurred to the Spanish and Italian 
poets of the sixteenth century thus to name certain of 
their dramatic abortions. But even if Plautus had seriously 
named his ‘ Amphitryon ’ thus, it would yet not have arisen 
from the cause invented by Voltaire. It is not because 
Sosia’s share in the action is oomic, Amphitryon’s tragic, 
that Plautus would have named his play a tragi-comedy. 
For his play is altogether oomic and we as much enjoy 
Amphitryon’s perplexity as Sosia’s. It must have been 
because this comic action passes chiefly among nobler 
personages than it was usual to see in a comedy. Plautus 
himself clearly expresses this. 

“ Faciam ut commixta sit Tragico-comoedia : 

Nam me perpetuo facere ut sit Comoedia 
Reges quo veniant et di, non par arbitror. 

Quid igitur ? quoniam hie servus quoque partes habet, 
Faciam hanc, proinde ut dixi, Tragico-comoediam.” 

No. 56. 

But to return to the box on the ear. It is the case that a 
box on the ear received by a man of honour from his equal 
or superior, is held to be a grave offence, so that all the 
satisfaction that the laws could give are held vain. It 
cannot be punished by a third person, it requires the 
personal revenge of the offended party and demands to be 
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avenged as arbitrarily as it was offered. Whether it is 
true or false honour that requires this, that is beside our 
present question. As I have said, so it is. 

And if it is so in the world, why should it not be 
so on the stage? If a box on the ear can occur in the 
one, why not in the other ? 

“ The actors do not know how to set about it,” says M. 
de Voltaire. They know quite well, but even as an 
assumed person no one likes to have a box on the ear* 
The blow excites them, the assumed character receives it, 
but they feel it; the feeling destroys the deception, they 
lose their composure, shame and confusion shows itself in 
their faces against their will; they should look angry and 
they look ridiculous; and thus every actor whose own 
feelings come into collision with his rdle makes us laugh. 

This is not the only instance in which we might regret 
the abolition of masks. The actor can unquestionably 
better command his countenance under a mask; his per¬ 
sonality finds less opportunity to break forth and if it 
does break forth we are less aware of this. 

But the actor may act under the box on the ear as he 
wills; the dramatic poet works for the actor it is true, but 
he must not therefore deny himself everything that does 
not suit or is not easy to the actor. No actor can blush 
when he likes, and still the poet may prescribe it; still he 
may let one person say that he sees the other changing 
colour. The actor does not want to be struck in the face, 
he thinks it makes him contemptible, it confuses him, it 
pains him: very good. If he has not got so far in his art 
that such a thing cannot confuse him; if he does not love 
his art so much that for its sake he can bear a little hurt 
to his dignity; then let him try to get over the passage 
as well as he can, let him avoid the blow, ward it off with 
his hand, only do not let him demand that the poet should 
take more concern for him than he takes for the person 
whom he represents. If the true Diego, the true Essex 
must bear a box on the ear, what have their representatives 
to say against it? 

Perhaps the spectator does not want to see a box on the 
ear given ? or at most given to a servant whom it does not 
especially offend and for whose position it is a proper 
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chastisement, while a hero—to give a hero a box on the 
ear! how petty, how unbecoming! And what if that is just 
its very purpose ? If this very breach of the decorous is 
to be the source of violent resolutions, bloody revenge ? If 
every other less petty offence could not have provoked this 
terrible result ? Should that which can become so tragical 
in its consequences, which among certain persons neces¬ 
sarily must become tragical, should that be excluded from 
tragedy because it finds a place also in comedy, in farce ? 
Can we not be terrified at one time by that which another 
time makes us laugh ? 

If I should like to banish the box on the ear from any 
sort of drama it would be from comedy. For what con¬ 
sequences can it have there ? Sad ones ? they are beyond 
its sphere. Eidiculous ones? they are beneath it and 
belong to farce. None ? then it was not worth while to 
introduce the element. Whoever gives it will only betray 
vulgar passion and whoever receives it, nothing but 
slavish pusillanimity. It remains consequently to the 
two extremes; tragedy and farce, that have more of such 
things in common over which we either tremble or jeer. 

Now I ask every one who has seen the ‘ Cid * represented 
or who has read it with attention, whether a shudder did 
not take hold of him when the boastful Gormas ventures 
to strike the old venerable Diego; whether he did not 
feel the deepest pity for the one, the bitterest anger 
against the other? I ask him whether it did not at once 
flash through his brain what sad and bloody consequences 
this shameful offence must bring with it, and whether 
this did not fill him with fear and expectation ? And such 
an incident, which has such an effect, should not be 
tragical. 

If ever any one laughed at this box on the ear, it was 
certainly one of the gallery who was too familiar with 
boxes on the ear and deserved one at that moment from 
his neighbour. And whoever felt inclined to smile 
against his will, on account of the awkward manner in 
which the actors set about it, certainly bit his lips and 
made haste to fall back again into the illusion out of 
which every violent action is apt more or less to tear the 
spectator. 



392 


lessing’s peose works. 


[No. 59. 


Moreover I ask, what other offence eonld so well fill the 
place of the box on the ears? For every other it would 
be in the power of a king to give satisfaction to the 
offended; for every other the son might refuse to sacrifice 
his father to the father of his beloved. For this alone 
excuse or pardon cannot avail the pundonor, and all 
legitimate means that the monarch himself would employ 
are fruitless. In this frame of mind Corneille lets Gorinas 
reply to the king, who urges him to satisfy Diego:— 

“ Ces satisfactions n’apaisent point une ame: 

Qui les re^oit n’a rien, qui les fait se diffame, 

Et de tous ces accords l’effet le plus commun, 

C’est de dishonorer deux hommes au lieu d’un.” 

At that time the. edicts against duels, to which such 
maxims were utterly opposed, had not been long promul¬ 
gated in France. Corneille received an order to omit the 
lines, and they were banished out of the mouth of the 
actor. But every spectator supplemented them from 
memory and from his own feeling. 

In ‘ Essex’ the box on the ear becomes the more critical 
in that it is given by a person who is not bound by the 
laws of honour. She is a woman and a queen, what i$ 
the offender to do with her ? He would ridicule the im¬ 
petuous, pugnacious woman, for a woman can neither 
shame us nor beat us. But this woman is at the same 
time a sovereign, whose indignities cannot be expunged, 
since they receive a kind of authority from her rank. 
What therefore can be more natural than that Essex 
revolts against this rank itself and rages against thei 
eminence that removes the offender from his revenge. 


No. 59. 

• •••••• 

Many hold pompous and tragic to be much the same 
thing. Not only many of the readers but many of the 
poets themselves. What! their heroes are to talk like 
ordinary mortals! What sort of heroes would those be ? 
“ Ampullae et sesquipedalia verba/’ sentences and bubble^ 
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and words a yard long, this constitutes for them the true 
tone of tragedy. 

Diderot says, 1 “We have not omitted anything that 
could spoil the drama from its very foundations.” (Ob¬ 
serve that he speaks especially of his countrymen.) “We 
have retained the whole splendid versification of the 
ancients that is really only suited to a language of very 
measured quantities and very marked accents, for very 
large stages and for a declamation fitted to music and 
accompanied with instruments. But its simplicity in 
plot and conversation and the truth of its pictures we 
have abandoned.” 

Diderot might have added another reason why we 
cannot throughout take the old tragedies for our pattern. 
There all the personages speak and converse in a free pub-; 
lie place, in presence of an inquisitive multitude. They 
must therefore nearly always speak with reserve and due 
regard to their dignity; they cannot give vent to their 
thoughts and feelings in the first words that come, they 
must weigh and choose them. But we moderns, who have 
abolished the chorus, who generally leave our personages 
between four walls, what reason have we to let them 
employ such choice stilted rhetorical speech notwith¬ 
standing? Nobody hears it except those whom they 
permit to hear it; nobody speaks to them but people 
who are involved in the action, who are therefore them¬ 
selves affected and have neither desire nor leisure to con¬ 
trol expressions. This was only to be feared from the 
chorus who never acted, however much they might be 
involved in the play, and always rather judged the acting 
personages than took a real part in their fate. It is as 
useless to invoke the high rank of the personages; 
aristocratic persons have learned how to express them¬ 
selves better than the common man, but they do not affect 
incessantly to express themselves better than he. Least 
of all in moments of passion; since every passion has its 
own eloquence, is alone inspired by nature, is learnt in no 
school and is understood by the most uneducated as well 
as by the most polished. 


1 Second conversation following ‘ The Natural Son.’ 
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There never can be feeling with a stilted, chosen, pom¬ 
pons, language. It is not bora of feeling, it cannot evoke 
it. But feeling agrees with the simplest, commonest, 
plainest words and expressions. ... 

Nothing is more chaste and decent than simple Nature, 
coarseness and confusion are as far removed from her as 
pomposity and bombast from the sublime. The same 
feeling which makes the boundary there, makes it here. 
The most pompous poet is therefore infallibly the most 
vulgar. Both faults are inseparable, and no species gives 
more opportunities of falling into both than tragedy. 

[Lessing now devotes many pages to a detailed account 
of an old and anonymous Spanish play dealing with the 
subject of Essex.] 

No. 69. 

Although Lope de Vega is regarded as the creator of 
the Spanish theatre, it was not he who introduced its 
hybrid tone. The people were already so accustomed 
to it, that he had to assume it against his will. In his 
didactic poem concerning the art of making new comedies 
he greatly laments the fact. As he saw that it was not 
possible to work to the satisfaction of his contemporaries 
according to the rules and example of the ancients, he 
strove at least to put limits to their irregularities; that 
was the intention of his poem. He thought, wild and 
barbaric as the taste of the nation was, it must yet have 
its principles, and it was better to act according to these 
with constant uniformity than with none. Plays which 
do not observe the classical rules may yet observe rules, 
and must observe something of the kind, if they are to 
please. These rules deduced from the national taste he 
wished to establish, and the combination of the serious and 
the ludicrous was the first. 

He said, “ You may let kings appear in your comedies. 
It is true I hear that our wise monarch (Philip II.) did 
not approve of this, either because he recognised that it 
was against the rules, or because he deemed it beneath 
the dignity of a king to be mixed up with the populace. 
I am willing to admit that this leads back to the oldest 
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comedies, which even introduced gods; as may be seen 
amongst others in the ‘ Amphitryon ’of Plautus and I know 
well that Plutarch, when he speaks of Menander does not 
praise the old comedy very much. It is therefore some¬ 
what difficult to me to approve our fashion. But sinoe 
we in Spain do so far diverge from art, the learned must 
keep silent on this point. It is true that the tragic fused 
with the comic, Seneca mingled with Terence, produces 
no less a monster than was Pasiphae’s ‘ Minotaur.’ But 
this abnormity pleases, people will not see any other 
plays but such as are half serious, half ludicrous, nature 
nerself teaches this variety from which she borrows part of 
her beauty.” 1 

It is on account of these last words that I quote this 
passage. Is it true that nature sets us an example of the 
common and sublime, the farcical and serious, the merry 
and sad ? It seems so. But if it is true Lope has done 
more than he intended, he has not only glossed over the 
faults of his stage, he has really proved that these are no 
faults, for nothing can be a fault that is an imitation of 
nature. 


1 w Elfgese el sujeto, y no se mire, 

(Perdonen los preceptos) si es de Reyes, 
Antique por esto entiendo, que el prndente, 
Filip© Rey de Espafia, y Sefior nuestro, 

En viendo un Rey en ellos se enfadava, 

O fuesse el ver, que al arte contradize, 

O que la autoridad real no deve 
Andar fingida entre la humilde plebe, 

Este es bolver & la Comedia antigua, 

Donde vemos, que Plauto puso Dioses, 
Como en su Anfitrion lo muestra Jupiter, 
8abe Dios, que me pesa de aprovarlo, 
Porque Plutarco hablando de Menandro, 
No siente bien de la Comedia antigua, 

Mas pues del arte vamos tan remotos, 

Y en Espafia le hazemos mil agravios, 
Cierren los Doctos esta vez los labios. 

Lo Tragioo, y lo Comico mezclado 

Y Tereneio con Seneca, aunque sea, 

Como otro Minotauro de Pasife, 

Har&n grave una parte, otra ridioula 
Que aquesta variedad deleyta mucho 
Buen ejemplo nos da naturaleza, 

Que por tal variedad tiene belleza.” 
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One of our modem writers says, 2 “ Shakespeare, of all 
poets since Homer the one who has known men best, who 
has looked them through and through with a kind of 
marvellous intuition, from the king to the beggar, from 
Julius Caesar to Jack Falstaff, Shakespeare has been 
blamed that his plays have a very faulty, irregular or 
badly devised plot; that comic and tragic are thrown 
together in the strangest manner; that often the very 
same person that has called up our tears by his touching 
language, will a few moments afterwards by a strange 
fancy, a quaint expression of his emotions, chill us, 
nay* even make us laugh, so that afterwards it is difficult 
for him to get us back into the mood in which he would 
have us. People blame this and do not consider that 
just on this account his plays are such natural representa¬ 
tions of human life. 

“ The life of most people and, if we may say so, the life^ 
course of the bodies politic themselves, in so far as we 
regard it as so many ethical beings, resembles in so many 
respects the blood-and-thunder, tragedies (‘Haupt- und 
Staatsactionen ’) of old Gothic taste, that we could almost 
imagine the inventors of these had been wiser than we 
commonly think, and even if they had not the secret 
intention of making human life ridiculous, had at least 
intended to imitate nature as faithfully as the Greeks 
strove to beautify it. Not to speak of the accidental 
resemblance that in these plays, as in life, the most 
important parts are often played by the worst actors, 
what can be more alike than the two kinds of blood-and- 
thunder tragedies, in their plan, in the division and 
disposition of the scenes in their entanglement and their 
catastrophe? How rarely do the authors of the one or 
the other ask themselves why they have made this or 
that just so and not otherwise; how often do they 
surprise by events for which we were not in the least 
prepared. How often do we see persons come, enter and 
exeunt without comprehending why they came and why 
they have disappeared again. How much in both is left 
to chance; how often we see the greatest consequences 

* [The following quotation is from the 4 Agethon' of Wieland.—T b.] 
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provoked by the most petty causes. How often we see 
the most serious and important actions treated carelessly 
and the insignificant treated with absurd gravity. And 
when at last in both everything is so miserably involved 
and complicated that we begin to despair of the possi¬ 
bility of disentanglement how happily we suddenly see 
the Gordian knot, not unravelled it is true, but hewn 
through by a brave dagger-thrust, or by some god who 

S )s out of paper clouds amid thunder and lightning. 

cutting open comes to the same thing as unravelling, 
in one way or the other the play has an end, and the specta¬ 
tors can applaud or hiss as they will or may. We know 
what an important person the noble harlequin represents 
in our comic tragedies, who it seems is determined to 
maintain himself on the stage of our metropolis; perhaps 
as an eternal monument to our ancestors' taste. Would 
to heaven that his person were alone represented on the 
theatre. But how many great acts on the theatre of the 
world have been acted together with, or what is worse, by 
means of a harlequin. How often has all the wisdom and 
valour of the very greatest men; men who have been bom 
to be the sheltering genius of the throne, the benefactors 
of whole peoples and ages, been frustrated by means of 
some little whimsical, practical joke of a harlequin, or o£ 
such who, if they do not wear harlequin’s jacket and his 
yellow hose, certainly bear his whole character. How 
often in both kinds of tragi-comedy the complication 
arises from some stupid mischievous act by which 
harlequin spoils the labour of wise people before they are 
aware of it. 

No. 70. 

If in this comparison of the great and small, the 
original and counterfeit heroic farce, the satirical mood 
were not so prominent, it could be held to be the best 
apology for the corni-tragic or tragi-comic drama (mixed 
plays I have seen them called somewhere), the most 
conscientious deduction of Lope’s thoughts, while at the 
same time it would confute them. It would prove that just 
the example of nature which is to justify the combination 
of solemn gravity with farcical merriment can justify as 
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well every dramatic monster that has neither plan, nor 
connexion, nor common-sense. Imitation of nature would 
consequently either be no principle of art, or if it still 
remain so, it would by means of art cease to be art. 
At least it would be no higher art than that art which 
imitates the coloured veins of marble in plaster of Paris; 
their direction and course may go as they like, the 
strangest cannot be so strange but that it might seem 
natural; only that does not seem natural in which too 
much symmetry, proportion and equality is shown, in 
which too much is seen of that which in every other art, 
constitutes art. In this sense the most laboured is the 
worst, the most arbitrary the best. 

Our author might have spoken quite differently as 
critic. What he here seems to support so elaborately, he 
would beyond doubt have condemned as a monstrosity of 
barbarous taste; or at least as the first attempts of an art 
reviving among an uncultivated people, the form of which 
has been determined by a combination of some accidental 
causes or by chance, but in which reason and reflexion 
have taken little or no part. He would hardly say that 
the first inventors of mixed plays (since the word is onoe 
there, why should I not use it ?) “ strove to imitate nature 
as faithfully as the Greeks sought to beautify it.” 

These words 44 faithful ” and 44 beautiful,” applied to the 
imitation of nature as the object of imitation, are subject 
to many misconceptions. There are persons who will 
not admit of any nature which we can imitate too faith¬ 
fully, they insist that even what displeases us in nature, 
pleases us in a faithful imitation, by means of imitation. 
There are others who regard beautifying nature as a 
whim; a nature that intends to be more beautiful than 
nature is just on that account not nature. Both declare 
themselves to be admirers of the only nature such as she 
is, the one sees nothing to avoid, the other nothing to 
add. The former would necessarily admire the Gothic 
mixed plays, and the latter would find it difficult to take 
pleasure in the masterpieces of the ancients. 

But suppose this were not the consequence ? If those 
persons, great admirers though they are of common every¬ 
day nature, should yet declare themselves against the 
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mixture of the farcical and interesting. If these others, 
monstrous as they deem everything that desires to be 
better and more beautiful than nature, can yet wander 
through the whole Greek theatre without finding the 
least obstacle on this account, how should we explain this 
contradiction ? 

We should necessarily have to retrace our steps and 
retract that which we insisted on before concerning the 
two species, but how must we retract without involving 
ourselves in new difficulties? The comparison of such 
blood-and-thunder tragedies concerning whose worth we 
dispute, with human life, with the ordinary course of the 
world, is still so correct. 

I will throw out a few; thoughts, which if they are not 
thorough enough may suggest more thorough ones. My 
chief thought is this : it is true and yet not true that the 
comic tragedy of Gothic invention faithfully copied nature. 
It only imitates it faithfully in one half and entirely 
neglects the other, it imitates the nature of phenomena 
without in the least regarding the nature of our feelings 
and emotions. 

In nature everything is connected, everything is inter* 
woven, everything changes with everything, everything 
merges from one into another. But according to this 
endless variety it is only a play for an infinite spirit. 
In order that finite spirits may have their share of this 
enjoyment, they must have the power to set up arbitrary 
limits, they must have the power to eliminate and id 
guide their attention at will. 

This power we exercise at all moments of our life, 
without this power there would be no life for us; from too 
many various feelings we should feel nothing, we should 
be the constant prey of present impressions, we should 
dream without knowing what we dream. The purpose of 
art is to save us this abstraction in the realms of the beauti* 
ful, and to render the fixing of our attention easy to us. All 
in nature that we might wish to abstract in our thoughts 
from an object or a combination of various objects, be it 
in time or in place, art really abstracts for us, and accords us 
this object or this combination of various objects as purely 
and tersely as the sensations they are to provoke allow* 
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If we are witnesses of an important and touching event, 
and another event of trifling import traverses it, we seek 
and evade the distractions of our attention thus threatened. 
We abstract from it, and it must needs revolt us to find 
that again in art which we wished away in nature. 

Only if this event in its progress assumes all shades 
of interest and one does not merely follow upon the other, 
but of necessity evolves from it, if gravity provokes 
laughter, sadness pleasure or vice versd, so directly that an 
abstraction of the one or the other is impossible to us, then 
only do we not demand it from art and art knows how to 
draw a profit from this impossibility. 

But enough of this, it is evident whither I am tending. 
On the forty-fifth evening Bomanus’s play of 4 The 
Brothers * and St. Foix’s 4 Oracle * were played. 

The former play may pass as a German original, al¬ 
though it is mamly taken from the 4 Brothers * of Terence. 
It has been said that Molikre also drew from this source 
and notably in his 4 tj cole des Maris ’! M. de Voltaire 
makes his comments on this fact and I gladly quote M. 
de Voltaire’s comments! Something may be learnt from 
the most trifling, if not always that what he says therein, 
at least that which he should have said. 44 Primus sapien- 
tisa gradus est, falsa intelligere ” (I cannot remember 
at this moment where this adage is written) and I know 
of no author in the world on whom to try whether we have 
attained to this first rung of wisdom, so well as on M. de 
Voltaire, and for the same reason I know no other who 
could less help us to attain the second rung: 44 secundus 
vera cognoscere.” I think that a critic would best 
arrange his method according to this adage. First let 
him search for some one from whom he can differ, he will 
then gradually approach his subject and the rest will 
follow of its own accord. I confess that to this end, I 
have in the present work mainly chosen the French 
writers’, and among these M. de Voltaire especially. 
Whoever deems this method more superficial than 
thorough, let him know that even the thorough Aristotle 
nearly always employed it. 44 Solet Aristoteles, quserere 

E arn in suis libris,” says one of his expositors who 
ens to lie under my hand. “Atque hoc facit non 
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temere et casu, sed certa ration© atque consilio: nam 
labefactatis aliorum opinionibus,” &c. Out upon the 
pedant! M. de Voltaire would exclaim. Now I am a 
pedant only from want of self-confidence. 

No. 73. 

On the forty-eighth evening Herr Weiss’s tragedy of 
* Richard III.’ was performed. 

This play is unquestionably one of our most important 
original dramas. It is rich in beauties which sufficiently 
prove that it would not have been beyond the power of 
the poet to avoid the faults with which they are inter 
mingled, had he but had sufficient confidence in himself. 

Shakespeare had already brought the life and death of 
the third Richard upon the stage, but Herr Weiss did not 
recollect this until his own work was already completed. 
He says : “ Although I shall lose much by this comparison, 
it will at least be found that I have not been guilty of 
plagiarism. But perhaps it would have been a merit to 
commit a plagiarism on Shakespeare.” 

For this end we must suppose such an act to be possible. 
What has been said of Homer, that it would be easier to 
deprive Hercules of his club, than him of a verse, can be 
as truly said of Shakespeare. There is an impress upon 
the least of his beauties which at once exclaims to all the 
world: I am Shakespeare’s—and woe to the foreign beauty 
who has the self-confidence to place itself beside it ? 

Shakespeare must be studied, not plundered. If we 
have genius, Shakespeare must be to us what the camera 
obscura is to the landscape-painter. He must look into it 
diligently to learn how nature reflects herself upon a flat 
surface, but he must not borrow from it. 

Now in Shakespeare’s whole play I do not know one 
single scene, not even a single speech which Herr Weiss 
could have used as it stands. Even the smallest portions 
of Shakespeare are cut according to the great measure of 
his historical plays, and these stand to the tragedies of 
French taste much as a large fresco stands to a miniature 
painting intended to adorn a ring. What material can we 
then take from the former to use in the latter ? Perchance 

voi., m. 2 D 



402 


LESSING’S PROS*! WORKS. 


[No. 73. 


a face, a single figure, at most a little group, which, must 
then be worked out into a whole. In the same manner 
single Shakespearian thoughts must become entire scenes, 
and entire scenes whole acts. For rightly to use a giant’s 
sleeve for the dress of a dwarf, we must not employ it as 
a sleeve but make a whole coat out of it. 

If this is done, then the author may feel quite at ease 
on the score of plagiarism. Few persons will be able to 
recognise the wool from which the threads have been spun. 
Those few ^ho comprehend the art will not betray the 
maker, for they know that a grain of gold may be wrought 
so skilfully that the value of the form far surpasses the 
value of the material. 

I, for my part, sincerely deplore that our poet recol¬ 
lected Shakespeare’s Richard too late. He might have 
known him and yet remained as original as he now is; he 
might have used him without a single borrowed thought 
convicting him. 

Now if the same thing had occurred to me, I should at 
least have afterwards employed Shakespeare’s work as a 
mirror to wipe from my work all those blemishes which 
my eye had not been able to perceive immediately. How 
do I know that Herr Weiss has not done this ? And why 
should he not have done this ? 

' May it not be that what I consider blemishes he holds 
to be none ? And is it not very probable that he is more 
in the right than I am? I am convinced that in most 
instances the eye of the artist is more penetrating than 
that of the most keen-sighted of his observers. Among 
twenty objections made by the latter, the artist will 
remember that nineteen of these were made and answered 
by himself while at work. 

Nevertheless he will not be annoyed at hearing them from 
(others also, for he likes his work to be criticised. Whether 
fit be judged profoundly or superficially, justly or unjustly, 
i benevolently or satirically, it is all the same to him. Even 
| the most superficial, the most unjust, the most awkward 
[judgment is of more worth to him than tame admiration. 
: In some form or other he may make use of the former to 
i his advantage ; but what is he to do with the latter ? He 
does not like to despise the good honest souls who look up 
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to him as to something extraordinary, and yet he must 
shrug his shoulders at them. He is not vain, but he is 1 
usually proud, and from mere pride he would ten times 
rather bear an unmerited censure than unmerited praise. 


No. 74. 

It is notably Richard’s character about which I should 
like to have the poet’s explanation. Aristotle would have 
rejected it unconditionally. Now as far as Aristotle’s 
authority is concerned I could easily get over that point if 
I could as easily set aside his reasons. 

Aristotle assumes that a tragedy must evoke our terror 
and pity and from this he infers that the hero must be 
neither a wholly virtuous nor a wholly vicious man, for by 
the ill-fortunes of neither can this aim be attained. 

If I grant this definition, ‘ Richard III.’ is a tragedy 
that has missed its aim. If I do not grant it, then I no 
longer know what a tragedy is. 

For Richard III. as represented by Herr Weiss is 
unquestionably the greatest, most loathsome monster that 
ever trod the stage. I say the stage, for that the earth 
ever bore such a monster I greatly doubt. 

Now what pity can the destruction of such a monster 
excite in us ? But stay, he is not intended to do this, the 
poet has not designed this; there are other personages in 
his work whom he has made the objects of our pity. 

Now as to terror? Should not this villain arouse the 
utmost limits of our terror, a man who has filled up the 
chasm that separated him from the throne, with the 
corpses of those who ought to have been to him the 
dearest in all the world; a bloodthirsty demon who 
boasts of his blood-thirst and rejoices at his crimes. 

Most certainly he awakens our terror, if we understand 
by terror, amazement at such inconceivable crimes, horror 
of such wickedness as surpasses our comprehension, if 
we are to understand by it the shudder that seizes us at 
the sight of terrible deeds that are executed with glee. 
Of this terror I experienced my fair share at the per¬ 
formance of ‘ Richard III.* 

But this form of terror is so little one of the aims of 

2 d 2 
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tragedy that the old poets sought by all possible means 
to diminish it whenever their heroes were compelled 
to commit some great crime. They preferred rather to 
blame Fate, to make the crime the inevitable curse of an 
avenging deity, they preferred to change man from a 
creature of free-will to a machine, rather than to suffer 
the horrible idea to linger among us that man could by 
nature be capable of such corruption. 

Crebillon is known among the French as the “ Terrible.” 
I greatly fear he is so nicknamed more on account of the 
terror which ought not to be in tragedy, than on account 
of the legitimate terror which the philosopher reckons as 
essential to tragedy. 

And this ought not to have been named terror at all. 
The word which Aristotle uses 1 means fear; fear and pity, 
he says, should be evoked by tragedy, not pity and terror. 
It is true that terror is a species of fear, it is a sudden 
overwhelming fear. But this very suddenness, this sur¬ 
prise which is included in the idea of terror, plainly 
proves that those who here substituted the word terror 
for fear, did not comprehend at all what kind of fear 
Aristotle meant. . . . 

Aristotle says: “Pity demands a person who suffers 
undeserved calamity and fear requires him to be one of 
ourselves. The villain is neither the one nor the other; 
hence his misfortunes can excite neither the one nor the 
other.” 

Fear has, as I have said, been interpreted as terror by 
our modem translators and expositors, and by this substi¬ 
tution they succeed in picking the strangest quarrel 
imaginable with the philosopher. 

One of this herd speaks thus: 2 “It has not been 
possible to agree about the explanation of terror, and 
indeed it contains in every respect a link too many which 
hampers its universality and limits it. If Aristotle under¬ 
stands by his addition 4 one of ourselves' merely the 
similarity of mankind, merely that both the spectator and 
the actor are human beings, even supposing that their 

1 In Cap. xiii. Poetics. 

2 Herr Schmidt in his preface to 4 The Comic Theatre.' 



No. 74.] 


DRAMATIC NOTES. 


405 


character, worth, and social standing were widely different, 
this remark was needless since it followed as a matter of 
course. But if he was of opinion that only virtuous per¬ 
sons, or such as were afflicted by a pardonable fault could 
excite terror, then he was in the wrong, for reason and 
experience are opposed to him. Terror springs incontest¬ 
ably from our feelings.of humanity, for every human 
being is subject to it and every human being is by means 
of this feeling touched at the adverse fortunes of another 
man. It is possible that there may be persons who deny 
this of themselves, but such a denial would be a renuncia¬ 
tion of their natural sensibility and hence a mere boast 
that springs from perverted principles, but no refutation. 
Now therefore if a dreadful event should unexpectedly 
befall even a vicious person who has shortly before 
engaged our attention, we should immediately forget his 
vices and see in him merely the human being. The mere 
aspect of human misery in general makes us sad, and the 
sudden, sad emotions that would be thus evoked, these are 
terror.” 

Quite true, only not rightly placed. For what does this 
prove against Aristotle ? Nothing at all. Aristotle does 
not think of this terror when he speaks of fear which can 
be excited in us only by the misfortunes of our equals. 
This terror which seizes us at the sudden sight of a 
suffering that threatens another, is a compassionate terror 
and therefore comprehended under the term of pity. 
Aristotle would not say pity and fear, if under fear he 
understood nothing more than a mere modification of 
compassion. 

The author of the ‘ Letters on the Emotions ’ 3 says “ Pity 
is a complex emotion, composed out of love for an object 
and displeasure caused by its misery. The movements by 
which compassion evinces itself are distinguishable from 
the simple symptoms of love as well as from those of dis- 

E leasure, for compassion itself is a mere manifestation. But 
ow varied can this manifestation be! Let us change the 
one limitation of time in a commiserated misfortune, and 
compassion will be shown by totally different signs. We 


* Moses Mendelssohn. 
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feel a compassionate mourning with Electra weeping over 
her brother’s urn, for she thinks the misfortune has taken 
place and bewails the loss she has sustained. What we feel 
at the sight of Philoktetes* suffering is likewise compassion, 
but of a different nature, because the torments sustained 
by this virtuous man are present and befall him before our 
eyes. But when (Edipus is terrified at the sudden denoue¬ 
ment of the great secret, when Momine is alarmed at seeing 
the jealous Mithridates grow pale, when virtuous Desde- 
mona is afraid on hearing threatening speech from her 
Othello who was wont to be so tender, what is it we feel 
then ? Always the same compassion; but compassionate 
terror, compassionate alarm, compassionate fear. The 
movements are various, but the essence of the emotion is 
in all cases the same. For as all love is connected with a 
willingness to put ourselves in the place of the beloved 
object, so we must share all kinds of suffering with them, 
which is very expressively termed compassion. Why then 
should not fright, terror, rage, jealousy, revenge, in fact 
all forms of unpleasant emotions, even envy not excepted, 
spring from compassion ? We may see hereby how awk¬ 
wardly the greater part of the art critics have divided 
tragic passions into terror and compassion. Terror and 
compassion! Is then theatrical terror no compassion ? 
For whom does the spectator start when Merope draws 
the dagger upon her own son? Surely not for himself 
but for JEgisthus, whose preservation we so sincerely 
desire; for the deluded queen who regards him as the 
murderer of her son. But if we only intend to call com¬ 
passion the displeasure felt at the present misfortunes of 
another, it will be needful to distinguish from compassion 
properly so called, not only terror but all other feelings 
communicated to us by another person.” 

No. 75. 

These ideas are so oorrect, so clear, so luminous that it 
seems to us every one might and ought to have had them. 
Nevertheless I will not attribute the acute observations of 
the new philosopher to *the ancient one; I am too well 
acquainted with the merits of the doctrine of mixed sensa- 
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tions enunciated by this modem philosopher and for the 
true theory of which we are indebted to him alone. But of 
that which he has explained so excellently Aristotle may 
have been on the whole sensible, at least it is quite un¬ 
deniable that Aristotle must either have believed that a 
tragedy could or should excite nothing but genuine com¬ 
passion, nothing but displeasure at the present misfor¬ 
tunes of another, which we can hardly suppose, or he 
must have comprehended under the word compassion all 
passions in general that can be communicated to us by 
another. 

For it is certainly not Aristotle who has made the 
division so justly censured of tragic passions into terror 
and compassion. He has been falsely interpreted, falsely 
translated. He speaks of pity and fear , not of pity and 
terror; and his fear is by no means the fear excited in us 
by misfortune threatening another person. It is the fear 
which arises for ourselves from the similarity of our 
position with that of the sufferer; it is the fear that the 
calamities pending over the sufferers might also befall 
ourselves; it is the fear that we ourselves might thus 
become objects of pity. In a word this fear is compassion 
referred back to ourselves. 

Aristotle always requires to be interpreted through him¬ 
self. Whoever intends to furnish us with a new com¬ 
mentary to his ‘ Poetics,’ which will distance that of Dacier, 
him I would advise before all else to read the complete 
works of the philosopher from beginning to end. He will 
find explanations of Poetics where he least expects them, 
most especially must he study the books of Rhetoric and 
Ethics. Now we imagine that the scholiasts so well 
versed in the writings of Aristotle would have found these 
explanations long ago. But his ‘ Poetics * was the very 
work of which they took the least notice. Then also they 
were wanting in other knowledge without which these 
explanations could not have borne fruit; they were not 
acquainted either with the theatre or its masterpieces. 

The correct explanation of this fear with which 
Aristotle combines the tragic pity is to be found in the 
fifth and eighth chapter of the second book of Rhetoric. It 
would not have been very difficult to have recalled these 
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chapters and yet not one of his expositors seems to have 
recollected them, at least not one of them has made that 
rise of them which they afford. For even those who 
without them perceived that this fear could not be com¬ 
passionate terror, might yet have learnt an important fact 
therefrom, namely, the reason why the Stagyrite added 
fear to compassion, why fear alone and no other passion, 
and why not several passions. Of this reason they know 
nothing, and I should like to hear what answer their own 
intelligence would suggest to them if they were asked, for 
/instance, why tragedy could not and should not excite in 
us compassion and admiration as well as compassion and 
fear ? 

All this depends on the conception Aristotle had of 
compassion. It was his opinion that the misfortune that 
becomes the object of our compassion must necessarily be 
of such a nature that we can fear it might happen as yrell 
to us or ours. Where this fear is not present compassion 
does not arise. For neither he whom misfortune has 
oppressed so heavily that he no longer sees any cause to 
be afraid of any further ills, nor he who believes himself 
so fortunate that he cannot comprehend whence any mis¬ 
fortune could befall him, neither the desperate man, nor 
the arrogant one, are in the habit of feeling compassion 
for others. Therefore Aristotle explains that which is 
fearful and that which merits pity by means of one 
another. All that, he says, is fearful to us, which if it had 
happened to another, or were to happen to him, would 
excite our pity ; l and we find all that worthy of our com¬ 
passion, which we should fear if it were threatening us. 
It would not therefore be enough that the unfortunate 
person who excites our compassion does not deserve 
his misfortunes; he may have drawn them down upon 
himself by his own weakness, his tortured innocence or 
rather his too severely punished guilt would lose their 

1 '{is 5* air\S>s e/Vet*/, <f>o&€pd iffriv, 8<ra 4<f> * 4r4po>v ytv6fxtva f) 

Xoma i\cciva ioriy. I do not know what came to iEmilius Portus in 
his edition of the Rhetoric (Spirae, 1598,) when he rendered this: 

“ Denique ut simplioiter loquar, formidabilia sunt, quaeounque simulac 
in aliorum potestatem venerunt, vel ventura sunt.” It ought simply 
to read, “ quaeounque aliis evenerunt, vel eventura sunt.” . . 



No. 75.] 


DRAMATIC NOTES. 


409 


effect upon us, would be incapable of awakening our pity 
if we saw no possibility that his sufferings might ever be¬ 
fall us. But this possibility arises, and becomes the more 
probable, if the poet does not make him out to be worse 
than mankind in general, if he lets him think and act as 
we should have thought and acted in his position, or at 
least as we might have thought and acted ; in short, if he 
portrays him as one of ourselves. From similarity arises 
the fear that our destiny might as easily become like his 
as we, feel ourselves to be like him, and this fear it is 
which would force compassion to full maturity. 

Such was Aristotle’s conception of compassion, and only 
thence can the true reason be deduced why next to com¬ 
passion he only mentioned fear in his definition of tragedy. 
It is not that this fear is a passion independent of pity, 
which might be excited now with pity and now without 
it in the same way as pity can be excited now with and 
now without fear. This was Corneille’s error, but this 
was not Aristotle’s reason ; according to his definition of 
compassion it of necessity included fear, because.nothing 
could excite our compassion which did not at the same 
time excite our fear. , 

Corneille had already written all his plays before he 
sat down to annotate Aristotle’s ‘Poetics.’ 2 For more 
than fifty years he had laboured for the stage and after 
such experience he might unquestionably have given us 
much valuable information concerning the ancient dra¬ 
matic code if he had only studied it a little more diligently 
during the time of his labour. He appears to have done 
this only in so far as the mechanical rules of dramatic art 
were concerned. He left essential points disregarded and 
when he found at the end that he had sinned against 
Aristotle, which nevertheless he had not wished to do, he 
endeavoured to absolve himself by means of explanations 
and caused his pretended master to say things which he 
never thought. 

2 He says; “Je hasarderai quelque chose sur cinquante ans de 
travail pour la scfene,” in his dissertation on Drama. His first play, 
*'M£lite,’ dates from 1625, and his last, ‘ Surena/ from 1675, which 
makes exactly fifty years, so that it is certain that in his exposition 
of Aristotle he was able to have an eye to all his plays. 
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Corneille had brought martyrs upon the stage and had 
represented them as the most perfect, blameless beings: h© * 
had produced the most loathsome monsters in Prusias, 
Phocas, and Cleopatra and of both these species Aristotle 
has maintained they are unsuitable for tragedy, because 
neither can excite pity nor fear. What does Corneille say 
to this ? How does he manage that neither his own dignity 
nor the authority of Aristotle has to suffer from such a 
contradiction ? 3 

“We can easily come to terms with Aristotle. We 
need only presume that he did not mean to maintain 
that both means, terror and compassion, were required at 
the same time to effect the purification of our passions, 
which according to him is the chief aim of tragedy, but 
that one of these means would be sufficient. We may 
confirm this explanation from his own works, if we rightly 
weigh the reasons he gives for the exclusion of such events 
as he censures in tragedies. He never says this or that is 
not suited to tragedy because it only excites compassion 
and no fear, or that such a thing is insupportable because 
it only excites fear without awakening compassion. On 
the contrary he rejects them on that account because as 
he says they neither produce compassion nor fear, and he 
thus shows us that they displeased him because they 
lacked both, and that he would not deny them his approval 
if they affected only one of these.” 

No. 76. 

Now this is utterly false. I cannot marvel enough how 
Dacier who is usually very observant of the distortions 
that Corneille practised on Aristotle’s text for his own 
ends could overlook this, the greatest of all. True how 
could he avoid overlooking it since he never consulted the 
philosopher’s own explanation of compassion ? As I have 
said what Corneille imagines is utterly false. Aristotle 
cannot have meant this, or we should have to believe 
that he could forget his own explanation, we should have 
to believe he could contradict himself in the most flagrant 

* “ II est ais6 de nous accommoder avec Aristote,” &o. 
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manner. If, according to his doctrine, the misfortunes of 
another which we do not fear for ourselves cannot awaken 
our pity, he could not be satisfied with any tragedy which 
excites pity alone and no fear, because he deemed such a 
matter an impossibility; such actions did not exist for 
him. He believed that events capable of awakening our 
compassion, must at the same time awaken our fear, or 
rather, by means of this fear, they awaken compassion. 
Still less could he have conceived the action of a tragedy, 
which might excite our fear without awakening our com¬ 
passion, for he was convinced that all which excited fear 
for ourselves must awaken our compassion too as soon as 
we saw it threaten or befall others, and this is the case in 
tragedy, where we see all the evils which we fear, hap¬ 
pening to others and not to ourselves. 

It is true that when Aristotle speaks of the aotions that 
are not suited to tragedy, he several times uses the 
expression that they excite neither compassion nor fear, 
but so much the worse for Corneille if he was misled by 
this neither , nor . These disjunctive particles do not 
always express what he makes them express. For if we 
deny two or more qualities to an objeot by means of these 
particles, the existence of the object, notwithstanding that 
one or the other of the things are wanting to it, depends 
on whether these things can be separated in nature as we 
separate them in the abstract and by means of the symbolic 
expression. For example, if we say of a woman that she 
is neither handsome nor witty, we certainly mean to say 
that we should be satisfied if she possessed either of these 
attributes; for wit and beauty can be separated not only 
in thought but they are separated in reality. But if we 
say, this man believes neither in heaven, nor in hell, do we 
mean to say thereby that we should be satisfied if he 
believed in one of them, if he only believed in heaven and 
no hell, or in hell and no heaven ? Surely not, for who¬ 
ever believes the one, must needs believe the other; 
heaven and hell, punishment and reward are relative 
terms; if the one exists, so does the other. Or to draw 
an illustration from an allied art, when we say, this 
picture is good for nothing, it has neither outline nor 
colour, do we mean to say by this thait a good painting 
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could exist with either of the two alone ? This is very 
clear. 

But how if the definition that Aristotle gives of com¬ 
passion were false ? How if we could feel compassion with, 
evils and misfortunes that we have in no wise to fear for 
ourselves? 

It is true we do not require the element of fear to feel 
displeasure at the physioal sufferings of a person whom we 
love. This displeasure arises merely from our perception 
of the imperfection, as our love arises from the perception 
of the perfections of the individual, and from this fusion 
of pleasure and displeasure arises the mixed sensation we 
call compassion. 

But granting this I do not believe that I shall be obliged 
to forsake Aristotle’s cause. 

For if we can feel compassion for others without fear 
for ourselves it remains incontestable that our compassion, 
strengthened by this fear, becomes far more vivid and 
intense than it would be without it. Then what hinders 
us from assuming that the mixed sensation evoked by the 
physical sufferings of a beloved object can alone be elevated 
to that height where it deserves to be called affection by 
adding to it the element of fear for ourselves. 

This was what Aristotle really assumed, he did not 
regard compassion according to its primary emotions, he 
regarded it merely as an effect. Without mistaking the 
former he only denies to the spark the name of flame. 
Compassionate emotions unaccompanied by fear for our¬ 
selves, he designates philanthropy, and he only gives the 
name of compassion to the stronger emotions of this kind 
which are connected with fear for ourselves. Now though 
he maintains that the misfortunes of a villain excite 
neither our compassion nor our fear, he does not therefore 
deny that the spectacle could awaken emotion in us. The 
villain is still a man, a human being who for all his moral 
imperfections possesses perfections enough to raise the. wish 
in us not to witness his ruin and destruction, and arouses in 
us an emotion nearly allied to compassion, the elements as 
it were of compassion. But as I have said Aristotle does 
not call these emotions allied to compassion, compassion, 
but philanthropy. He says: “We must not permit a 
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villain to pass from unfortunate to fortunate circumstances, 
for nothing can be more untragical; it then has nothing 
of all that it ought to have, it awakens neither philan¬ 
thropy, pity, nor fear. Neither must it be an utter villain 
who passes from happy to unhappy conditions. Such an 
event may indeed excite philanthropy, but neither com¬ 
passion nor fear.” I know of nothing more bold and 
absurd than the common rendering of the word philan¬ 
thropy. Its adjective is usually translated into Latin by 
“ hominibus gratuminto French by “ ce qui peut faire 
quelque plaisir and into German by “ what may give 
pleasure ” (was Vergniigen machen harm). So far as I can 
discover, only Goulston appears not to have mistaken the 
philosopher’s meaning; he translated <£i\dj/0pa>7rov by “ quod 
humanitatis sensu tangat.” For under this meaning of 
philanthropy is comprehended the feeling that even the 
misfortunes of a criminal can evoke, it is not joy at his 
merited punishment that is understood, but the sympa¬ 
thetic feeling of humanity which is awakened in us at the 
moment of his suffering in spite of our consciousness that 
his sufferings are nothing but his desert. Herr Curtius 
indeed would limit these compassionate emotions felt for 
a suffering villain to a certain species of evils. He says: 
“ Those accidents to the vicious which excite neither pity 
nor fear in us, must be the consequences of their vices; 
for if they happened to thfcm by chance, or innocently, they 
still retain in the hearts of the spectators the privileges 
of humanity which does not deny its compassion to a 
villain who suffers innocently.” But he does not seem 
sufficiently to have considered this. For even when the 
misfortune befalling a villain is the immediate conse¬ 
quence of his crimes, we still cannot help suffering with 
him at the sight of his punishment. 

The author of the ‘Letters on the Sensations’ says; 
“ Behold yonder multitude that crowds around a 
condemned criminal. They have heard of all the horrors, 
the vices he has committed, they have detested his 
wicked course of life, they have probably hated him 
himself. Now he is dragged pale and fainting to the 
terrible scaffold. The people press through the crowd, 
stand on tiptoe, climb the roofs to see how his features 
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become distorted in death. The verdict is spoken, the 
hangman approaches, one moment more will decide his 
destiny. How earnestly do all the hearts now wish him 
pardoned. What! pardoned? he, the object of their 
detestation? he, whom a moment before they would 
themselves have sentenced to death? Whereby has a 
: spark of humanity been rekindled in them? Is it not 
the close approach of punishment, the sight of the most 
terrible physical ill that reconciles us again even with this 
vile wretch and winB him our affection? Without love 
it would be impossible to have compassion on his fate.” 

And it is this love, say I, which we can never entirely 
lose towards our fellow-creatures, which smoulders inextin¬ 
guishably beneath the ashes by which our stronger 
emotions are covered, and which only awaits a favourable 
gust of wind from misfortune, grief and crime to be 
blown into the flame of compassion; it is this love which 
Aristotle understands under the name philanthropy. We 
are right when we comprehend it as included under the 
name of compassion. But Aristotle was not wrong when 
he assigned to it a distinct name, to distinguish it from 
the highest grade of compassionate emotions in which 
they become affections by the addition of a possible fear 
for ourselves. 

No. 77. 

We must here meet an objection. If Aristotle’s con¬ 
ception of the effect of compassion was that it was 
necessarily connected with fear for ourselves, why was it 
requisite to have mentioned fear by itself? The word 
compassion includes it already and it would have sufficed 
if he had merely said, tragedy is to effect the purification 
of our passions by the excitation of our pity. The 
addition of the word fear says nothing more and makes 
that which he says, ambiguous and uncertain. 

. I reply, if Aristotle had merely intended to teach us 
which passions tragedy could and should excite, he then 
could certainly have spared himself the addition of fear 
and would beyond doubt have done so, for never was 
there philosopher who so spared words as he did. But 
he desired to teach us at the same time which of the 
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passions excited in ns by tragedy should be purified and 
in this intention he was obliged to mention fear separ¬ 
ately. For although according to him the sensation of 
compassion cannot exist either in or out of the theatre 
without fear for ourselves, although fear is a needful 
ingredient of compassion yet this does not hold good 
conversely, and pity for others is no ingredient of fear 
for ourselves. When once the tragedy is ended, our pity 
ceases, and nothing remains in us of all the experienced 
emotions but the possible fear for ourselves which the 
misfortunes we have pitied have awakened in us. This 
fear we carry away with us, and as it helps as an 
ingredient of pity to purify our pity, it now helps to 
purify itself as a passion capable of independent con¬ 
tinuous existence. Consequently to show that it could 
do this and really does it, Aristotle deemed it necessary 
to name it separately. 

It is incontestable that Aristotle never contemplated 
giving a sharp logical definition of tragedy, for without 
limiting himself to its merely essential qualities, he 
admitted several accidental ones that had become neces¬ 
sary by the customs of his day. But when we deduce 
these and reduce the other distinctive features, there 
remains a perfectly accurate definition, namely this, that 
a tragedy is a poem which excites compassion. According 
to its genus it is the imitation of an action, like the epopee 
and comedy, but according to its species, the imitation of 
an action worthy of compassion. From these two defini¬ 
tions all the rules can be perfectly deduced and even its 
dramatic form may be determined. 

This latter statement may be doubted. At least I 
know no art critic who ever dreamed of attempting this. 
They all regard the dramatic form of tragedy as some¬ 
thing traditional, which is so nowadays because it is so, 
and which is left so because it is held to be good. 
Aristotle alone has penetrated to the cause, but in his 
explanation he has rather presupposed it than clearly 
explained it. He says: “ Tragedy is the imitation of an 
action—which not by the means of narration but by the 
means of pity and fear effects the purification of these 
similar passions.” It is thus that he expresses himself, 
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word for word. Who is not struck by this curious 
antithesis: “ not by the means of narrative but by the 
means of pity and fear. ,, Pity and fear are the means 
employed by tragedy to attain its end, a narrative can 
only refer to the manner how to employ or not to employ 
these ways and means. Does it not seem as if Aristotle 
had left a hiatus here ? Does it not seem as if the proper 
antithesis of narrative, which here is dramatic form, is 
lacking? But what is it the translators do with the 
hiatus ? One of them carefully walks round it, the other 
fills it in, but merely with words. None of •them see 
anything further in it than a careless construction of 
words to which they do not deem it necessary to pay any 
attention, provided they can render the meaning of the 
philosopher. Dacier translates d'une action—qui sans le 
secours de la narration , par le jnoyen de la compassion etdela 
terreur , &c., and Curtius “ of an action which not by the 
relation of the poet but by the representation of the 
action itself purifies us from the faults of the represented 
passions, by means of terror and pity.” Very good; 
both say what Aristotle means to say, only they do 
not say it as he said it. And all depends upon this as, 
for it is not merely a careless construction of words. 
Briefly the matter stands thus. Aristotle perceived that 
pity necessarily required a present evil, that evils which 
happened long ago or threaten in the distant future are 
not at all commiserated by us or at any rate not as much 
as present ones and that it was consequently necessary to 
represent the action which is to arouse our pity not as 
past but as present—that is to say, not in the narrative 
but in the dramatic form. This alone that our pity is 
excited little or not at all by narrative and solely and 
alone by the actual sight, this justifies him in substituting 
in his definition the thing itself in place of the form of 
the thing, because the thing itself is only capable of this 
form. Had he deemed it possible that our pity could be 
excited by narration it would indeed have been a very 


faulty leap, when he said “ not by narrative but by pity 
and fear.” But since he was convinced that pity and fear 
could alone be excited in imitation by means of the 
dramatic form, he was fully justified in taking this leap 
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for the sake of brevity. For this I refer to the before- 
mentioned ninth chapter of the second book of Rhetoric. 1 

Now with reference to the moral aim accorded to tragedy 
by Aristotle, and which he deemed needful to include in 
his definition, it is well known what controversy has been 
occasioned by it, especially in modem times. 

I venture to undertake to prove that all who have de¬ 
clared themselves against it have not understood Aristotle. 
They have all substituted their own ideas for his before 
they knew for certain what they were. They quarrel 
about whims, which they create themselves, and imagine 
they have indisputably confuted the philosopher when 
they have merely confuted the cobwebs of their own brains. 
I cannot enter just now into a more detailed discussion of 
this matter, only in order that I may not appear to speak 
without proof, I will make two observations:— 

1. They make Aristotle say “ tragedy is to purify us by 
means of terror and pity from the faults of the passions 
represented.” The passions represented ? Then I suppose 
if the hero is rendered unhappy by curiosity and ambition, 
by love or anger, it is our curiosity, our ambition, our 
love, our anger, that tragedy is meant to purify ? This 
never entered Aristotle’s mind; in this manner these 
gentlemen have good fighting ground; their imagination 
changes windmills into giants, they tilt towards them 
in the sudden hope of victory, and pay no attention to 
Sancho who has nothing further than sound common- 
sense, and ambling on his peaceable animal calls after 
them not to be in such a hurry and just open their eyes 
a little. Ta>v toiovtcdv iraOrffidnov says Aristotle, and that 
does not mean the represented passions; they ought to 
have translated this by “ these and such like,” or by the 
awakened passions. This tolovtwv refers only to the pre-[ 
/ceding pity and fear; tragedy should excite our pity and' 
fear to purify these and such like passions, but not all 
passions without distinction. But he says toiov r<ov and 
not rovrtuv, these and such like, and not only these, to show 

1 ’Eircl 5* iyyvs <pcuv6fjLtva rk vdOri, 4\ectvd flirt, rk 8b fxvpio<rrbv &r os 
yevSfjLtva, iaSpcva, otfr* i\ , *l(ovr€s 9 otirf /if/ivijfxcvoi, f) $\<as ovk 4\4ovaiv 
fl ovx 8fjLoicos, kvdynij robs (rwawcpyafautvovs o’xfj/Jiao’i teal (pcovcus teal 
iffQvfTL, koX 8\us rfj vxoKptirtL, ikfftportpovs that. 
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that he comprehended by pity not merely pity properly 
so called but all philanthropic emotions in general, and 
by fear not merely the displeasure at pending evil, but 
every kind of displeasure related to it, thus the displeasure 
experienced from a past evil as well as from a present one, 
sorrow and grief. In this large compass the pity and fear 
excited by tragedy is to purify our pity and fear, but only 
these and no other passions. Beyond doubt tragedy may 
furnish other useful lessons and examples besides these, 
and purify other passions, but these are not its aim ; these 
it has in common with the epopee and comedy, in so far as it 
is a poem, the imitation of an action in general, but not in 
so far as it is a tragedy, the imitation of an action worthy 
of pity. All species of poetry are intended to improve us; 
it is sad that it should be necessary to have to prove this, 
still sadder that there are poets who even doubt it. But 
all species of poetry cannot improve all things, at least 
not everyone as perfectly as another, but what each can 
improve most perfectly, and better than any other species 
—that alone is its peculiar aim. 
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2. As the adversaries of Aristotle paid no attention to 
what kind of passions he meant to purify in us by the 
means of pity and fear in tragedy, it was very natural 
that they should be in error as to the purification itself. 
At the close of his Politics, when Aristotle is speaking of 
the purification of passions by means of music he promises 
to treat of this purification in detail in his Poetics. Corneille 
says, “ Because we find nothing at all about this matter in 
the Poetics the greater part of his commentators have con¬ 
ceived the idea that it has not come down to us complete.” 
What, nothing at all about this ? I, for my part, believe that 
I have found among that which remains to us of his Poetics 
it may be much or little, but any way all that he deemed 
necessary to say about this matter to any one not wholly 
unacquainted with his philosophy. Corneille himself 
observed one passage which according to him afforded suffi¬ 
cient light to discover the means by which the purification 
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of the passions was effected in tragedy; that namely where 
Aristotle says “ pity demands one who suffers undeserv¬ 
edly, and fear one of ourselves.” This passage is truly very 
important, only Corneille has employed it erroneously. He 
could hardly do otherwise, because he had got his head full 
of the purification of passions in general. “ Pity for the mis¬ 
fortunes which we see befalling one of ourselves awakens 
fear in us lest a similar misfortune befall us; this fear 
awakens the desire to avoid it and this desire an endeavour 
to moderate, to improve, even to exterminate the passion, by 
means of which the person is suffering whose misfortunes 
we pity, for reason tells every one that we must cast off 
the cause if we wish to avoid the effect.” Now this mode 
of reasoning makes fear a mere tool by means of which pity 
effects the purification of the passion. This is false and 
cannot possibly have been Aristotle’s meaning, because 
tragedy could then purify all the passions; not only 
those two that Aristotle expressly desired to see purified 
by it. It might purify our anger, our curiosity, our envy, 
our ambition, our hatred, and our love, just as it is the one 
or the other passion by means of which have arisen the mis¬ 
fortunes of the commiserated person, but our pity and fear 
we should have to leave unpurified. Pity and fear are those 
passions which we, not the acting personages, feel in 
tragedy; they are those passions through which the acting 
personages touch us, not those which draw upon them 
their own misfortunes. There might be a play in which 
they both exist. But as yet I know no play, in which 
the commiserated person has been plunged into misfortune 
by the means of misconceived pity and misconceived fear. 
Nevertheless such a work would be the only one in which 
that happens which Aristotle desires according to Cor¬ 
neille, and even in this it would not happen according to 
the method he demands. This single play would be, as 
it were, the point at which two inclined straight lines meet, 
never to touch again in all eternity. Even Dacier could 
not so grossly misinterpret Aristotle. He was obliged to 
be more attentive to his author’s words, and these say 
too positively that our pity and fear are purified by the 
pity and fear of tragedy. Since he believed however that 
the benefits of tragedy would be too small if it was merely 

2 e 2 
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limited to this, he let himself be led astray on the strength 
of Corneille’s explanation to accord to tragedy purification 
of all other passions. When Corneille on his part denied 
this and showed by examples that he held it more as a 
beautiful thought than as a thing generally attainable, 
Dacier was obliged to enter into these examples whereby 
he found himself reduced to such straits that he was forced 
into making the most violent turns and twists to save his 
Aristotle and himself. I say his Aristotle, for the genuine 
one is far removed from requiring such turns and twists. 
He, to repeat it again and again, thought of no other 
passions which were to be purified by tragic pity and fear 
than our own pity and our own fear, and it is quite 
indifferent to him whether tragedy contributes much or 
little to the purification of the other passions. Dacier 
should have rested on this purification, only in that case 
he ought to have connected it with a more complete con¬ 
ception, he says “ how tragedy evokes pity and fear, to 
purify pity and fear, is not very hard to explain. It 
evokes them by placing before our eyes the misfortunes 
that have befallen our fellow-creatures by unpremeditated 
faults, and it purifies them by making us acquainted with 
these misfortunes and thus teaches us, neither to fear 
them too much nor to be moved too much if they should 
really happen to ourselves. It prepares men to bear 
bravely the greatest calamities and inclines the most 
wretched to deem themselves happy by enabling them to 
compare their misfortunes with the far greater ones repre¬ 
sented in tragedy. For in what circumstances could any 
one be who would not recognise at sight of an CEdipus, a 
Philoktetes, an Orestes, that all the evils that he has to 
bear are not to be compared with those which these men 
bear.” Well, this is true, and this explanation cannot 
have cost Dacier many headaches. He found it almost 
word for word in one of the Stoics who always had an eye 
to apathy. Without objecting that the feeling of our own 
misery does not permit of much compassion beside it, that 
consequently this pity is not to be awakened in a wretched 
man, that the purification or modification of his sorrows 
cannot be effected by pity, I will suffer all to stand as he 
has said it, only I must ask how much has he said thereby ? 
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Has lie in any way asserted more than that pity purifies 
our passions? Certainly not, and this is scarcely the 
fourth part of Aristotle’s demand, for when Aristotle main¬ 
tains that tragedy excites pity and fear to purify pity and 
fear, who does not see that this comprehends far more 
than Dacier has deemed good to explain ? For according to 
the different combinations of these conceptions he who 
would exhaust Aristotle must prove separately—1. How 
tragic pity purifies our pity. 2. How tragic fear purifies 
our fear. 3. How tragic pity purifies our fear. 4. How 
tragic fear purifies our pity. Dacier rested at the third 
point only and he only explained this badly and partially. 
For whoever has endeavoured to arrive at a just and com¬ 
plete conception of Aristotle’s doctrine of the purification 
of the passions will find that each of these four points 
includes in it a double contingency, namely, since (to put 
it briefly) this purification rests in nothing else than 
in the transformation of passions into virtuous habits, 
and since according to our philosopher each virtue has 
two extremes between which it rests, it follows that if 
tragedy is to change our pity into virtue it must also be 
able to purify us from the two extremes of pity, and the 
same is to be understood of fear. Tragic pity must not 
only purify the soul of him who has too much pity, but 
also of him who has too little; tragic fear must not alone 
purify the soul of him who does not fear any manner of 
misfortune but also of him who is terrified by every mis¬ 
fortune, even the most distant and most improbable. Like¬ 
wise tragic pity in regard to fear must steer between this 
too much and too little, and conversely tragic fear in 
regard to pity. Dacier as I have said has only shown how 
tragic pity may moderate excessive fear but not how its 
entire absence may be remedied, nor how it may whole¬ 
somely increase fear in him who has too little; not to 
mention that of the rest he has shown nothing at all. 
Those who followed after him have not in the least sup¬ 
plied what he has left undone. But in order to set at rest 
the contest about the utility of tragedy according to their 
opinion they have drawn matters into it which belong 
to poetry in general but in no wise to tragedy as tragedy 
in particular; for instance tragedy is intended to nourish 
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and strengthen the feelings of humanity ; it is to produce 
a love for virtue, a hatred for vice &C., 1 but, my good sir, 
what poem should not do the same ? Then if this is the 
intention of every poem it cannot be the distinctive 
feature of tragedy, and therefore this cannot be what we 
are seeking. 

No. 79. 

Now to return to our Richard. Richard arouses in us 
as little fear as pity; neither fear in the misused appli¬ 
cation of that term for the sudden surprise of pity, nor in 
the real meaning of Aristotle of a wholesome fear lest a 
similar misfortune befall us. For if he awakened this fear, 
he would also excite our pity as certainly as he would on 
the other hand excite our fear if we in the least deemed 
him worthy of our pity. But he is such an abominable 
rascal, such an incarnate devil, in whom we cannot find 
the least trait resembling ourselves, that I firmly believe 
if he were delivered over to all the tortures of hell before 
our very eyes we should not have the smallest pity for 
him, nor the least fear that such punishments could be in 
store for ourselves, if they are the inevitable consequences 
of such crimes. Now finally what is the misfortune, the 
punishment that befalls him? After being obliged to 
witness him committing frightful crimes, we hear that he 
died sword in hand. When the queen is told this the 
poet makes her say “ This is something.” I could never 
refrain from saying to myself; no this is nothing! many 
a good king died thus defending his crown against a 
powerful rebel. Richard dies like a man on the battle¬ 
field of honour, and such a death is to indemnify me for 
the displeasure I felt throughout the play at the triumph 
of his crimes. (I believe the Greek language is the only 
one which possesses a distinct word to express this dis¬ 
pleasure at the good fortune of a villain, vc/ictris, vc/ico-dv. 2 ) 
This death which ought to have gratified my love of 
justice only feeds my Nemesis. You escape cheaply— 
think I, it is well that there is yet another justice than 
the poetic one. 

1 Curtius in his Dissertation on the Intention of Tragedy, appended 
to Aristotle’s Poetics. 8 Arist. Rhet. lib. ii. cap. 9. 
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It may perhaps be said; agreed, we will give up Richard; 
true the play is called after him but he is not on that 
account the hero, nor the person through whose means the 
purposes of tragedy are to be attained, he is only to be the 
means of exciting our pity for others; do not the queen, 
Elizabeth, the princes excite this pity ? 

To avoid all verbal disputes, I say yes. But what 
strange, harsh sensation is it that has mixed itself up 
with my pity for these persons; what is it that makes me 
wish I could spare myself this pity ? I do not generally 
wish this with tragic pity—I linger over it willingly and 
thank the poet for this sweet torture. 

Aristotle has well said it and it will certainly be true, 
he speaks of a puapov of something terrible, which we 
experience at sight of misfortunes of wholly good, wholly 
innocent persons; and are not the queen, Elizabeth, and 
the princes such persons ? What have they done ? How 
have they drawn it down upon themselves tnat they are in 
the clutches of this monster ? Is it their fault that they 
have a better right to the throne than he ? How about 
the little moaning victims who can scarcely distinguish 
right from left; who will deny that they deserve our whole 
sorrow ? But is this sorrow that causes me to think with 
a shudder of the destiny of these people, with a shudder 
to which a murmur against Providence is added which 
is foHbwed afar by despair; is this sorrow ? I will not 
ask —pity ? but call it as we may, is it that meant to be 
excited by an imitative art ? 

Let no one say history evokes it, that it is founded upon 
something that really occurred. That really occurred? 
Granted; then it has its good reason in the eternal and 
infinite connexion of all things. In this connexion all is 
wisdom and goodness which appears to us blind fate and 
cruelty in the few links picked out by the poet. Out of 
these few links he ought to make a whole, rounded in 
itself, that is fully explained out of itself, where no diffi¬ 
culty arises, a solution of which is not found in his plan 
and which we are therefore forced to seek outside of it in 
the general plan of all things. The whole of this earthly 
creator should be a mere outline of the whole of the 
eternal Creator, should accustom us to the thought that 
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as in Him all things are resolved for the best so also it 
will be here; and the poet forgets his most noble calling 
when he forces into a narrow circle the incomprehensible 
ways of Providence and advisedly awakens our shudder 
thereat. 0 spare us ye that have our hearts in your 
power! To what end these sad emotions?—to teach us 
submission ? Cool reason alone could teach us this and if 
the teachings of reason are to have any hold on us, if we 
for all our submission are to retain confidence and joyful 
courage, it is most necessary that we should be reminded 
as little as possible of the perplexing instances of such 
unmerited terrible fates. Away with them from the stage, 
away with them if it might be from all books. Now if 
not one of the personages in Richard possesses the neces¬ 
sary qualities which they ought to have were this work 
a real tragedy, how has it nevertheless come to be con¬ 
sidered an interesting play by our public ? If it excites 
neither pity nor fear, what does it effect? It must 
produce some effect, and it does, and if it does produce an 
effect, is it not indifferent whether it produces this kind 
or that ? If it occupies the spectators, if it amuses them 
what more do we want ? Must they needs be amused and 
occupied according to the rules of Aristotle ? 

This does not sound unreasonable but there is an answer 
to it. Even if ‘Richard* is no tragedy, it remains a 
dramatic poem, even if it lacks the beauties of tragedy 
it may yet have other beauties: poetical expressions, 
metaphors, tirades, bold sentiments, the spirited dialogue, 
fortunate situations for the actor to display the whole 
compass of his voice, the whole strength of his pantomimic 
art, &c. 

Of these beauties ‘ Richard * has many, and also has some 
others that are more nearly related to the genuine beauties 
of tragedy. 

i Richard is an abominable villain, but even the exercise 
of our disgust, especially upon imitation, is not wholly 
without its pleasures. Even the monstrous in crime 
participates in the emotions awakened in us by sublimity 
and audacity; everything that Richard does is horrible, 
but all these horrors are committed for a purpose; Richard 
has a plan, and wherever we perceive a plan our curiosity 
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is excited and we willingly wait to see whether and how 
it will he executed; we so love anything that has an aim 
that it affords us pleasure quite regardless of the morality 
of this aim. 

We wish that Richard should attain his aim and we * 
wish that he should not attain it. If he attains it, we are 
spared displeasure at means uselessly employed, if he does 
not attain it, then so much blood has been shed in vain, 
and since it has once been shed we would rather it had 
not been shed for the sake of pastime. On the other hand 
this attainment would be the triumph of malignity and 
there is nothing we less like to hear. The aim interested us- 
as an aim to be attained but as soon as it is attained we : 
only see in it all its abominable features and we wish it 
had not been attained. This wish we foresee and we 
shudder at the accomplishment of his aim. 

We love the good personages of the play, such a tender 
vivacious mother, sisters and brothers who live for each 
other; such objects always please us, always excite our 
sweetest and most sympathetic emotions wherever we 
encounter them. To see them suffering innocently is 
harsh and not adapted to awaken emotions conducive to 
our peace and improvement, but still it does evoke 
emotions. 

Thus the play occupies us throughout and pleases us by 
this occupation of our mental powers. This is true; only 
the inference is not true that is thought to be drawn from 
it, namely, that we should therefore be satisfied with the 

pl ¥h, poet may have done much and yet have accom¬ 
plished nothing. It is not enough that his work has an 
effect upon us, it must have that effect upon us which 
belongs to its species, and it must have that above all 
others. The lack of that can be in no wise replaced by 
other effects, especially if the species is of that importance, 
value and difficulty that all trouble and exertions would 
be in vain if it produced nothing but such effects as could 
be attained by ah easier species requiring less preparation. 
We must not set machines in motion to raise a bundle of 
straw; I must not blast what I can turn over with my 
foot; I must not set fire to a funeral pile in order to bum 
a gnat. 
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To what end the hard work of dramatic form ? Why 
build a theatre, disguise men and women, torture their 
memories, invite the whole town to assemble at one place 
if I intend to produce nothing more with my work and its 
representation, than some of those emotions that would be 
produced as well by any good story that every one could 
read by his chimney-corner at home ? 

The dramatic form is the only one by which pity and 
fear can be excited, at least in no other form can these 
passions be excited to such a degree. Nevertheless it 
is preferred to excite all others rather than these;—never¬ 
theless it is preferred to employ it for any purpose but this, 
for which it is so especially adapted. 

The public will put up with it; this is well, and yet not 
well. One has no special longing for the board at which 
one always has to put up with something. 

It is well known how intent the Greek and Koman 
people were upon their theatres; especially the former on 
their tragic spectacles. Compared with this, how indifferent, 
how cold is our people towards the theatre! Whence this 
difference if it does not arise from the fact that the Greeks 
felt themselves animated by their stage with such intense, 
such extraordinary emotions, that they could hardly await 
the moment to experience them again and again, whereas 
we are conscious of such weak impressions from our stage 
that we rarely deem it worth time and money to attain 
them. We most of us go to the theatre from idle curiosity, 
from fashion, from ennui, to see people, from desire to see 
and be seen, and only a few, and those few very seldom, 
go from any other motive. 

I say we, our people, our stage, but I do not mean the 
Germans only. We Germans confess openly enough that 
we do not as yet possess a theatre. What many of our 
critics who join in this confession and are great admirers 
of the French theatre think when they make it I 
cannot say, but I know well what I think. I think that 
not alone we Germans, but also that those who boast of 
having had a theatre for a hundred years, ay, who boast 
of having the best theatre in all Europe, even the 



No. 80.] 


DRAMATIC NOTES. 


427 


French have as yet no theatre, certainly no tragic one. 
The impressions produced by French tragedy are so 
shallow, so cold.—Let us hear a Frenchman himself speak 
of them. 

M. de Yoltaire says: “ Combined with the surpassing 
beauties of our theatre is connected a hidden fault which 
remained unobserved because the public of its own accord 
could have no higher ideas than those imparted to it by 
the models of the great masters. Only Saint-Evremond 
has discovered this fault, he says that our dramatic works 
do not make sufficient impression, that that which should 
excite our pity only awakens tenderness, that emotion 
takes the place of agitation, and surprise the place of fear, 
in short, that our impressions do not penetrate deeply 
enough. It cannot be denied that Saint-Evremond has 
put his finger to the secret sore of the French theatre. 
Let no one rejoin that Saint-Evremond is the author of a 
miserable comedy, ‘ Sir Politic Wouldbe,’ and of another 
equally miserable one called ‘ The Operas ’; that his small 
social poems are the shallowest and commonest we possess 
of this kind, that he is nothing but a poetaster; one may 
have no spark of genius and yet possess much wit and 
taste. His taste was unquestionably very subtle, since he 
accurately hit the cause why most of our plays are weak 
and cold; we have always lacked a degree of warmth, 
but we possess everything else.” Which means we pos¬ 
sessed everything only not that which we ought to have 
had, our tragedies were excellent, only they were no 
tragedies. How was it that they were none? Yoltaire 
continues: “This coldness, this monotonous weakness 
arose in part from the petty spirit of gallantry that reigned 
at that time among our courtiers and transformed tragedy 
into a succession of amorous conversations after the taste 
of Cyrus and Clelie. The plays that may be excepted 
therefrom consisted of long political reasonings such as 
have spoilt Sertorius, made Otho cold and Surena and 
Attila wretched. There was yet another cause that kept 
back high pathos from our stage and prevented the action 
from becoming truly tragic, and that was the narrow 
miserable theatre with its poor scenery. What could be 
done on a few dozen boards that were besides filled with 
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spectators! How could the eyes of the spectators be 
bribed and enchained, deceived by any display of pomp, by 
any artifice ? What great tragic action could be performed 
there ? What liberty could the imagination of the poet 
have there ? The plays had to consist of long narratives 
and they thus became rather dialogues than plays. Every 
actor wished to shine in a long monologue and every play 
that did not contain these was rejected. In this form all 
theatrical action, the great expressions of passion fell away, 
there were no powerful pictures of human misery, all 
traits of the terrible that could penetrate to the innermost 
soul were absent, the heart was scarcely touched instead 
of being torn.” 

The first cause alleged is very true; gallantry and 
politics always leave us cold, and as yet no poet in the 
world has succeeded in combining with them the excita¬ 
tion of pity and fear. The former only exhibits the fat or 
the schoolmaster, the latter requires that we should have 
nothing but the human being. 

But the second cause, how about that ? is it possible that 
the want of a large theatre and good scenery should have 
such an influence on the genius of the poet? Is it true 
that every tragic action demands pomp and display; 
ought not the poet rather so to arrange his play, that 
it can produce its full effect without these appendages? 

It certainly ought to do so, according to Aristotle. 
The philosopher says: “ Pity and fear may be excited by 
vision, they may also be produced by the connexion of 
the events themselves, the latter plan is more excellent 
and after the manner of the best poets. The fable must 
be so arranged that it must excite pity and fear in him 
who merely listens to the relation of its events; such is 
the fable of ‘ CEdipus ’ that only requires to be heard to 
produoe this effect. To attain this aim by the organs of 
sight requires far less art and is the business of those 
who have undertaken the business of the representation 
of the play.” 

Shakespeare’s plays are said to afford a curious proof how 
needless^are scenic decorations. We are asked what plays 
could more need the whole art of the decorator than these 
with their constant interruptions and change of scene; 
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yet there was a time when the stages on which they 
were performed consisted of nothing but a curtain of 
poor coarse stuff which when it was drawn up showed 
either the walls bare or else hung with matting or 
tapestry. Here was nothing for the imagination, nothing 
to assist the comprehension of the spectator or to help 
the actor and yet it is said, that notwithstanding, Shake¬ 
speare’s plays were at that time more intelligible without 
scenery than they became afterwards with it. 1 

If therefore the poet need take no notice of decorations, 
if the decorations may be omitted even where they appear 
necessary without any disadvantage to his play, why 
should the narrow miserable theatre be the reason that 
the French poets have furnished us with no touching 
plays ? Not so, this was not the cause, the cause lay in 
themselves. 

And experience has proved this. Nowadays the French 
have a beautiful roomy stage, no spectators are tolerated 
on it, the coulisses are empty, the scene-painter has a free 
field; he paints and builds all the poet requires of him, 
yet where are they now, those warmer plays which they 
have attained since ? Does M. de Voltaire flatter himself 
that his ‘ Semiramis ’ is such a play ? It contains pomp 
and decoration enough; a ghost into the bargain, and yet 
I know no chillier play than his 4 Semiramis.* 

No. 81. 

Now do I mean to assert by all this that no Frenchman 
is capable of writing a really touching tragical play; that 
the volatile spirit of the nation is unable to grapple with 

1 Cibber's * Lives of the Poets of Great Britain and Ireland,’ vol. ii. 
pp. 78,79: “ Some have insinuated that fine scenes proved the min 
of acting. In the reign of Charles I. there was nothing more than a 
curtain of very coarse stuff, upon the drawing up of which the stage 
appeared, either with bare walls on the sides, coarsely matted, or 
covered with tapestry; so that for the place originally represented, 
and all the successive changes in which the poets of those times freely 
indulged themselves, there was nothing to help the spectator's under¬ 
standing, or to assist the actor’s performance, but tore imagination. 
The spirit and judgment of the actors supplied all deficiencies and 
made, as some would insinuate, plays more intelligible without scenes 
than they afterwards were with them.” 
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such a task? I should be ashamed of myself if I had 
even thought this. Germany has not as yet made herself 
ridiculous by any Bouhours and I, for my part, have not 
the least inclination towards the part. I am convinced 
that no people in the world have been specially endowed 
with any mental gift superior to that of any other 
people. It is true we say the meditative Englishman, 
the witty Frenchman. But who made this distinction ? 
Certainly not nature, who divided all things equally 
among all. There are as many witty Englishmen as 
Frenchmen and as many meditative Frenchmen as medi¬ 
tative Englishmen, while the bulk of the people is 
neither one nor the other. What then do I mean? I 
mean to say that the French might very well have 
what as yet they have not got, a true tragedy; and why 
have they not got it? Voltaire ought to have known 
himself very muoh better if he meant to alight on the 
reason. 

I mean they have not got it because they deem they 
have had it for a long time; in this belief they are 
certainly confirmed by something they possess beyond all 
other nations, by their vanity, but this is no gift of 
nature. Nations are like individuals; in his youth 
Gottsched was deemed a poet, because in those days, it 
was not known how to distinguish between the poetaster 
and the poet. By-and-by philosophy and criticism 
explained this difference and if Gottsched had but kept 
pace with this century, if his opinion and his taste had 
been enlarged and purified together with the opinion and 
taste of his age, he might perhaps from a poetaster have 
become a poet. But since he had so often heard himself 
called the greatest poet, since his vanity persuaded him 
that this was so, he remained what he was. It was 
impossible for him to attain what he believed he already 
possessed and the older he grew the more obstinately and 
unblushingly he maintained himself ‘ in this fancied 
possession. 

It seems to me the same thing has happened with the 
French. Scarcely had Corneille tom their theatre a 
little from the state of barbarism, than they already 
believed themselves quite close to perfection. They 
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deemed that Racine had given it the finishing touch and 
after this no one questioned (which indeed they never 
had done) whether the tragio poet could not be yet more 
pathetic, more touching, than Corneille and Racine. It 
was taken for granted that this was impossible, and all 
the emulation of the successive poets was limited to the 
endeavour to be as like as possible to the one or the other. 
For a hundred years they have thus deceived themselves 
and in part their neighbours. Now let some one come 
and tell them this and see what they will reply. 

Of the two it is Corneille who has done the greatest harm 
and exercised the most pernicious influence on these 
tragedians. Racine only seduced by his example, Corneille 
by his examples and doctrines together, the latter especi¬ 
ally, which were accepted as oracles by the whole nation 
(excepting one or two pedants, a Hedelin, a Dacier who 
however did not know themselves what they desired) and 
followed by all succeeding poets. I would venture to 
prove bit by bit that these doctrines could produce nothing 
but the most shallow, vapid and untragical stuff. 

The rules of Aristotle are all calculated to produce the 
greatest tragic effect. What does Corneille do with them ? 
He brings them forward falsely and inaccurately and 
because he still finds them too severe, he endeavours with 
one and the other to introduce quelques moderations, qudques 
favorables interpretations and thus weakens and disfigures, 
misinterprets and frustrates every rule, and why ? pour 
rietre pas oblige de condamner beaucoup de poemes que nous 
avons vu reussir sur nos theatres ; an excellent reason! 

I will rapidly mention the chief points, some of them I 
have touched on already but for the sake of connexion I 
must mention them again. 

1. Aristotle says tragedy is to excite pity and fear, Cor¬ 
neille says oh, yes, but as it happens, both together are 
not always necessary, we can be contented with one of 
them, now pity without fear, another time fear without 
pity. Else where should I be, I the great Corneille with 
my Rodrigue and my Chimene? These good children 
awaken pity, very great pity, but scarcely fear. And again 
where should I be with my Cleopatra, my Prusias, and 
my Phocas ? Who can have pity on these wretches ? but 
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they create fear. So Corneille believed and the French 
believed it after him. 

2. Aristotle says tragedy should excite pity and fear, 
both, be it understood, by means of one and the same 
person. Corneille says: if it so happens very good. It is 
not however absolutely necessary and we may employ two 
different persons to produce these two sensations as I have 
done in my ‘ Rodogune.’ This is what Corneille did and the 
French do after him. 

3. Aristotle says by means of the pity and fear excited 
in us by tragedy our pity and our fear and all that is 
connected with them are to be purified. Corneille 
knows nothing of all this and imagines that Aristotle 
wished to say tragedy excites our pity in order to 
awaken our fear, in order to purify by this fear the 
passions which had drawn down misfortunes upon the 
person we commiserate. I will say nothing of the value 
of this aim, enough that it is not Aristotle’s and that since 
Corneille gave to his tragedies quite another aim they 
necessarily became works totally different from those 
whence Aristotle had abstracted his theories, they needs 
became tragedies which were no true tragedies. And 
such not only his but all French tragedies became because 
their authors did not think of the aim of Aristotle, but the 
aim of Corneille. I have already said that Dacier wished 
to unite both aims, but even this mere union would have * 
weakened the former and tragedy would have remained 
beneath its highest effect; added to this Dacier, as I have 
shown, had only a very imperfect conception of the former 
and it was no wonder if he therefore imagined that the 
French tragedies of his age rather attained the former 
than the latter aim. He says (‘ Po4t. d’Arist.’ chap. 6th, 
rem. 8): “Notre tragedie peut reussir assez dans la 
premiere partie, c’est-a-dire qu’elle peut exciter et purger 
la terreur et la compassion. Mais elle parvient rarement 
& la deraikre, qui est pourtant la plus utile, elle purge pen 
les autres passions, ou comme elle roule ordinairement sur 
des intrigues d’amour, si elle en purgeoit quelqu’une, ce 
seroit celle-la seule, et par Ik il est ais6 de voir qu’elle ne 
fait que peu de fruit.” Now the truth is exactly the con¬ 
trary. We could sooner find French tragedies which satis¬ 
fied the latter intention than the former. I know several 
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French plays which distinctly represent the ill-conse¬ 
quences of some passion from which we may draw many 
good lessons regarding this passion. But I know none 
that excite my pity in the degree in which tragedy should 
excite it, while I certainly know various Greek and 
English plays which can excite it. Various French plays 
are very clever, instructive works, which I think worthy 
of all praise, only they are not tragedies. Their authors 
could not be otherwise than of good intellect; in part they 
take no mean rank among poets, only they are not tragic 
poets, only their Corneille and Bacine, their Cr^billon and 
Voltaire have little or nothing of that which makes 
Sophokles Bophokles, Euripides Euripides, Shakespeare 
Shakespeare. These latter are rarely in opposition to 
Aristotle’s essential demands, the former are so constantly. 
For to proceed— 

No. 82. 

4. Aristotle says we must not let any perfect man suffer 
in a tragedy without any fault on his part, for this is too 
terrible. Very true, says Corneille: “ Such an event 
awakens more displeasure and hatred against him who 
has caused these sufferings than pity for him whom they 
befall. The former sensation therefore, which is not to be 
the real aim of tragedy, could stifle the latter if it were not 
treated skilfully. The spectator would depart discontented 
because too much anger would be mixed with this pity, 
while he would have been pleased if his pity alone had 
been excited.” “ But,” says Corneille; for with a but he 
must come hobbling after, “ if this cause falls away if the 
poem is so arranged that the virtuous man who suffers 
excites more pity for himself than displeasure against him 
who makes him suffer,what then ? Oh, then,” says Corneille 
“ J'estime qu'il ne faut point faire de difficult6 d* exposer sur la 
scene des homines tres-vertueux” I cannot understand how 
any one could talk such nonsense against a philosopher, 
how one can pretend to understand him by letting him say 
things of which he never thought. Aristotle says the 
wholly unmerited misfortune of a virtuous man is no 
matter for a tragedy, because it is terrible. Out of this 
“ because ” Corneille twists an “ in so far ” a mere condition 
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under which it ceases to be tragic. Aristotle says: It is 
entirely terrible and on that account untragical. Corneille 
says it is untragical in so far as it is terrible. Aristotle 
sees the terrible in the misfortune itself; Corneille sees it 
in the displeasure we feel against its author, he does not or 
will not see that this terrible is something quite different 
from this displeasure, that even if the latter were quite 
removed the former might yet exist in full measure. It 
is enough for him that by this quid pro quo sundry of his 
plays seem justified whioh he pretends to have made so 
little contrary to the rules of Aristotle that he is even 
arrogant enough to suppose that such pieces had only been 
lacking to Aristotle for him to model his doctrines accord¬ 
ing to them and to abstract from them the manner in 
which the misfortune of a wholly virtuous man may 
nevertheless become an object of tragedy. He says “ En 
voici deux ou trois manieres, que peut-etre Aristote n’a 
su prevoir, parce qu’on n’en voyait pas d’exemples sur les 
theatres de son temps.” By whom are these examples ? By 
whom else but by himself? and which are these two or 
three forms ? We shall soon see. He says “ The first 
form is when a very virtuous man is persecuted by a 
very vicious one, but escapes the danger in which the 
vicious one is himself entrapped, as is the case in 4 Rodo- 
gune ’ and ‘ Heraclius * where it would be quite intolerable 
if in the first play Antiochus and Rodogune and in the 
second Heraclius, Pulcheria and Martian had perished, 
while Cleopatra and Phokas had triumphed. Misfortunes 
of the former awaken pity, which is not stifled by the 
abhorrence we feel for their persecutors, because we inces¬ 
santly hope that some lucky chance will occur that will 
save them.” Let Corneille persuade whom he can that 
Aristotle did not know this form; he knew it so well 
that if he did not wholly reject it, he at least emphatic¬ 
ally declared it to be more fitted for comedy than tragedy. 
How was it possible that Corneille could forget this ? But 
it happens thus to all who assume beforehand that their 
cause is the cause of truth. Now in fact this form does 
not really belong to the case in question. For according 
to this the virtuous man does not become unhappy but 
only finds himself on the road to misfortune which may 
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excite compassionate anxiety for him without being ter¬ 
rible. Now as to the second form Corneille says: “ It 
may also happen that a very virtuous man is persecuted 
and killed by command of another who is not sufficiently 
vicious to incur our whole displeasure, since he may dis¬ 
play more weakness than wickedness in his persecution of 
the virtuous man. When Felix lets his son-in-law 
Polyeucte perish, it is not from excessive zeal against the 
Christians, which would render him worthy of detestation, 
but rather from servile fear, which makes him afraid of 
saving him in the presence of Severus, of whose hatred 
and revenge he stands in awe. We therefore feel some 
displeasure against Felix and blame his conduct, but this 
displeasure does not outweigh the pity which we feel for 
Polyeucte and does not hinder him at the end of the play 
from regaining the good graces of the spectators by his 
marvellous conversion.” I fancy tragic bunglers existed 
at all times and even at Athens. Why then should Aris¬ 
totle have been in want of a play of similar construction 
in order to become as enlightened as Corneille ? This is 
folly! Nervous, weak, undecided characters like Felix 
are but another fault in plays of this stamp, and contribute 
to render them both cold and repellent without on the 
other hand making them less tenible. For as I said 
before, the terrible does not consist in the displeasure or 
disgust that they awaken, but in the misfortune itself 
that befalls the innocent, regardless whether their perse¬ 
cutors are wicked or weak; whether they have treated them 
thus cruelly with or without intention. The mere thought 
itself is so terrible that there should be human beings 
who can be wretched without any guilt of their own. The 
heathens endeavoured to keep this terrible thought as far 
away from them as possible, and we should nourish it ? we 
should take pleasure in spectacles that confirm it; we , 
whom religion and reason should have convinced that it is 
as false as it is blasphemous. The same would have cer¬ 
tainly held good of the third form even if Corneille him¬ 
self had not forgotten to state which this is. 

5. Corneille has amendments to make even to that which 
Aristotle says regarding the unfitness of an utter villain, 
whose misfortunes can excite neither pity nor fear, to be a 

2 f 2 
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hero of tragedy. He admits that he cannot excite pity bnt 
he certainly can fear. For although none among the spec¬ 
tators should deem themselves capable of such vices and 
consequently need not fear a similar fate, yet each one 
may harbour in himself some imperfection allied to these 
vices and be on his guard against them by means of the 
fear of proportionate, if not of the same, unhappy conse¬ 
quences. Now this is founded on the false conception 
which Corneille had of fear and of the purification of the 
passions to be awakened in tragedy. It contradicts itself. 
For I have already shown that the excitation of pity is 
inseparable from the excitation of fear, and if it were 
possible that the villain could excite our fear he must 
necessarily excite our pitjr. Since Corneille himself 
admits that he cannot do this, therefore he cannot do the 
other, and he therefore remains quite unfit to attain the 
aim of tragedy. Aristotle indeed considers the villain as 
yet more unfitted for this than the perfect man, for he ex¬ 
pressly demands that if a hero of mediocre kind cannot be 
found he should be chosen rather better than worse. The 
reason is evident, a man can be very good and yet possess 
more than one fault, by means of which he throws him¬ 
self into an immeasurable misfortune, and excites our pity 
and sorrow without being in the least terrible, because it 
is the natural consequence of his errors. What Dubos 1 
says of them as of villains in tragedy is not what Corneille 
desires. Dubos would permit them in inferior parts 
only, would only use them as tools to make the chief 
personages less guilty, would use them as foils. Cor¬ 
neille demands that the principal interest should centre 
in them as in his ‘ Rodogune * and it is this which sins 
against the intention of tragedy. Dubos observes very 
justly that the misfortune of an inferior villain makes no 
impression on us. We hardly notice the death of Nar¬ 
cissus in ‘ Britannicus.’ On this account therefore the poet 
should avoid employing them as much as possible. For if 
their misfortunes do not effectually forward the aims of 
tragedy, if they are merely secondary means by which the 
poet endeavours to effect his aim the better with other 


1 Reflexions crit. T. L sect. xv. 
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persons, it is incontestable that his play would be better 
still if he could produce the same effect without them. 
The more simple a machine, the less springs and wheels 
and weights it has, the more perfect it is. 


No. 83. 

6. Finally, to speak of the misconception of the first 
and most important quality demanded by Aristotle with 
regard to the morals of the tragic personages. These 
should be good. Good ? says Corneille. “ If good here 
means the same as virtuous, then it will fare badly with 
the greater part of the ancient and modem tragedies, for 
they abound in wicked and villainous persons, or at 
least in such as are affected by weakness that cannot 
subsist beside virtue.” Corneille is especially solicitous for 
his Cleopatra in ‘ Rodogune.’ He will by no means allow 
the goodness demanded by Aristotle to pass for moral 
goodness. It must be another sort of goodness that agrees 
with moral badness, as well as with moral goodness. 
Nevertheless, Aristotle meant nothing but moral goodness, 
only he made a distinction between virtuous persons and 
persons who displayed virtuous morals under certain cir¬ 
cumstances. In short Corneille connects a false idea with 
the word morals and what the proaeresis is by means of 
which—according to our philosopher—free actions become 
good or bad morals, he has not understood. I cannot just 
now enter into a detailed proof of my assertion, which can 
only be done satisfactorily by means of the connexion and 
the syllogistic sequence of all the ideas of the Greek critic. 
I therefore postpone it for another opportunity, the rather 
as in the present instance it is necessary to show what an 
unlucky dStour Corneille took when he missed the right 
road, this dStour, this expedient resulted in this; that 
Aristotle had understood under goodness of morals the 
brilliant and elevated character of some virtuous or 
criminal habit such as might properly and suitably 
belong to the person who was introduced (“ le caractere 
brillant et 61ev6 d’une habitude vertueuse ou criminelle, 
selon qu’elle est propre et convenable a la personne 
qu’on introduit ”). He says, “ Cleopatra in * Rodogune * is 
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extremely wicked, there is no murder from which she 
shrinks if only she can maintain herself upon the throne, 
which she prefers to all else in the world, so intense is 
her love of dominion. But all her crimes are connected 
with a certain grandeur of soul which has in it something 
so elevated that while we condemn her actions, we must 
still admire the source whence they flow. I venture to 
say the same of the Liar. Lying is unquestionably a 
vicious habit, but Dorante utters his lies with such presence 
of mind, such vivacity that the imperfection suits him 
extremely well and the spectator is bound to confess that 
though the art of lying thus may be a vice yet no block¬ 
head would be capable of it.” In very truth Corneille 
could not have had a more pernicious idea; if we carry it 
out there is an end to all truth, and all delusion, to all 
moral benefit of tragedy. For virtue which is always 
modest and simple, becomes vain and romantic by assuming 
this brilliant character, while vice thus varnished will 
dazzle us from whatever point of view we regard it. 
What folly to desire to deter by the unhappy conse¬ 
quences of vice if we conceal its inner ugliness! The 
consequences are accidental, and experience teaches that 
they are as often fortunate as unfortunate. This refers to 
the purification of the passions as conceived by Corneille. 
As I conceive it, as Aristotle taught it, it can by no 
means be connected with this deceptive splendour. The 
false foil thus laid beneath vice makes me recognise per¬ 
fections where there are none, makes me have pity 
where I should have none. It is true Dacier had 
already contradicted this explanation, but on untenable 
reasons, and those which he accepted together with Pere 
Le Bossu were almost equally detrimental to the plays, at 
least to their poetical perfection. He maintains that “ the 
morals should be good ” means nothing more than “ well 
expressed,” “ qu’elles soient bien marquees.” This is cer¬ 
tainly a rule which rightly comprehended deserves in its 
proper place the whole attention of the dramatic poet* 
If only our French models did not prove too clearly that 
“ well expressed ” has been mistaken for “ strongly ex¬ 
pressed.” The expression has been over-charged, pressure 
has been put upon pressure until at last the personages 
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characterised have become personified characters and 
vicious or virtuous human beings have been converted 
into haggard skeletons of vice or virtue. 

Herewith I will break off from the matter; whoever is 
equal to it will be able to make his own application to 
4 Richard.’ .... 

No. 84. 

On the fifty-first evening Diderot’s * Le Pere de Fa- 
mille * was performed. 

As this excellent play—it only pleased the Parisians 
moderately—is likely to all appearance to hold its place 
on our stage for some time, I hope to have occasion and 
space enough to pour out all I have noted down froth 
time to time concerning the piece itself and the whole 
dramatic system of the author. 

I will go back very far. Diderot did not for the first time 
express his dissatisfaction with the theatre of his nation in 
the ‘Fils naturel* and the dialogues appended. Several 
years earlier he had already signified that he had not the 
high conception of it with which his fellow-countrymen 
deceive themselves, and Europe lets itself be deceived by 
them. But he expressed this in a book in which one would 
certainly not search for such like matters; in a book in 
which a tone of persiflage is so predominant, that to most 
readers, even that which is good common-sense therein, 
seems nothing but farce and mockery. Beyond doubt 
Diderot had his reasons for preferring at first to bring 
out his most secret sentiments in such a book. A wise 
man often says in joke what he intends afterwards to 
repeat in earnest. 

This book is called * Les Bijoux indiscrete ’ and Diderot 
now disclaims having written it. Diderot does well, but 
yet he has written it and must have written it if he does 
not wish to be a plagiarist. It is moreover certain that 
only such a young man could have written this book as 
would afterwards be ashamed to have written it. 

It is just as well if the smallest possible number of my 
readers know this book; I will take good care not to make 
them acquainted with it beyond what serves my purpose! 

An emperor—I know not where nor who—had made 
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various jewels reveal so many ugly things by means of a 
magic ring, that his favourite would not hear any more 
about it. She rather preferred to break with her own sex 
on this account, anyway she resolved that for a fortnight 
she would limit her intercourse solely to the sultan’s 
majesty and a few wits. These were Selim and Riccaric: 
Selim a courtier and Riccario a member of the imperial 
academy, a man who had studied the ancients, and, without 
being a pedant, was a great admirer of them. The favourite 
was once conversing with him when their conversation 
turned on the miserable nature of academic speeches, con¬ 
cerning which no one was more uneasy than the sultan 
himself, because it annoyed him to hear himself incessantly 
praised at the expense of his father and his forefathers, 
foreseeing that the academy would some day sacrifice his 
fame in like manner to the fame of his successor. Selim, 
as a courtier, had agreed to all the sultan had said and 
thus the conversation was led on to the theatre, which 
conversation I herewith impart to my readers. 

“ I think you are in error, sir,” replied Riccaric to Selim. 
“ The academy is still the sanctuary of good taste, neither 
sages nor poets can point to halcyon days to which we 
could not oppose others taken from our own times. Our 
theatre was held and is still held the best in all Africa. 
What a masterpiece is Tuxigraphe’s ‘ Tamerlane! ’ It 
combines the pathetic of Eurisope with the sublime of 
Azophe. It is the purely classical.” 

“ I saw the first performance of ‘ Tamerlane,’ said the 
favourite, “ and thought the thread of the play was very 
rightly conducted, the dialogue very eloquent, lea bien- 
seancea well observed.” 

“ What a difference, madame, between an author like 
Tuxigraphe who has been nurtured on the ancients and 
the greater number of our modemVriters! ” said Riccaric. 

“ But these moderns ” said Selim “ whom you abuse so 
lustily are yet far removed from being as contemptible as 
you suppose. Or is it possible that you find no genius, no 
invention, no fire, no character, no description, no tirades 
in them? What care I for the rules so long as I am 
amused. Truly it is not the comments of the wise 
Almudir, or the learned Abdaldok, nor the poetics of the 
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acute Facardin, all of which I have not read, that make 
me admire the plays of Aboulcazem, Muhardar, and Alba- 
boukre, and of so many other Saracens. Are there then 
other rules than the imitation of nature ? And have we 
not the same eyes as those with which these studied ? ” 

“ Nature,” replied Kiccaric, “ shows itself to us every 
moment in various guises. All are true, but all are not 
equally beautiful. To make a good choice from among 
them, this is what we must learn from the works of 
which you do not seem to think much. They are the 
collected experiences of the authors and their predeces¬ 
sors. However intelligent we may be we only acquire 
our ideas one after the other, and one individual would 
flatter himself vainly if he deemed that he could observe 
for himself, in the short space of a lifetime, all that has 
been discovered for him in so many centuries. Were this 
not so we could maintain that a science might owe its 
origin, its development and its perfection to one single 
mind, which as you know is against all experience.” 

“ From this,” replied Selim, “ nothing further follows 
but that the moderns who can make use of all the 
treasures which have been collected up to their day, must 
be richer than the ancients, or if this comparison does 
not please you, that they must necessarily see further 
from the shoulders of the giants on which they have 
stept, than these can see themselves. In truth what are 
their natural history, their astronomy, their navigation, 
their mechanics, their arithmetic in comparison to ours ? 
Why therefore should we not be equally superior to them 
in eloquence and poetry ? ” 

“Selim,” said the favourite, “the difference is great 
and Riccaric can explain this to you some other time. 
He can tell you why our tragedies are worse than those 
of the ancients; but that they are so I can easily take 
upon myself to prove to you. I cannot accuse you of 
not having read the ancients. You have acquired too 
much elegant knowledge for the theatre of the ancients 
to be unknown to you. Now I ask you to put aside 
certain ideas that refer to their customs, their manners 
and their religion, and which offend you only because 
circumstances have changed, and then tell me whether 
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their subjects are not always noble, choice and interest¬ 
ing ? Does not the action develop quite naturally ? does 
not the simple dialogue approach very near to nature? 
are the complications in the least forced? is the interest 
divided ? the action overladen with episodes ? Transport 
yourself in thought to the island of Alindala, examine all 
that took place there, listen to all that has been said from 
the moment that young Ibrahim and the wily Forfanti 
landed, approach the cave of the unhappy Polipsile, lose 
no word of his murmurs and then tell me whether the 
smallest thing occurs that could disturb your illusion? 
Name to me a single modem play which can bear the 
same test, which can lay claim to the same degree of 
perfection and you shall have conquered.” 

“ By Bramah! ” said the Sultan yawning, “ madame 
has made us an excellent academic address! ” 

“ I do not understand the rules,” continued the favourite, 
“ and still less the learned words in which they have been 
clothed. But I know that only the true pleases and 
touches. I know also that the perfection of a drama 
consists in the accurate imitation of an action, at which 
the spectator deems he is present, his illusion not being 
destroyed by any interruption. Now is there anything 
in the least resembling this in the tragedies you praise 
so highly ? ” 

No. 85. 

“ Do you praise their subjects ? These are generally so 
involved and various that it would be a miracle if so many 
things could really occur in so short a time. The destruc^ 
tion or the preservation of a kingdom, the marriage of a 
princess, the fall of a prince, all this occurs as rapidly as 
we turn our hands. Is a conspiracy eonoemed? It is 
planned in the first act, in the second it is already 
hatched, in the third all the measures have been taken, 
all obstructions removed, the conspirators are ready; in 
the next there will be a revolution, an encounter, even a 
pitched battle. And all this you call well-developed, 
interesting, warm, probable? I can forgive such an 
opinion to you least of all, who know how much it often 
costs to bring about the most miserable intrigue and 
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how much time is lost in the smallest political affair over 
preliminaries, conferences and discussions.” 

“ It is true madame ” replied Selim, “ our plays are a 
little overladen; but that is a necessary evil; without the 
help of episodes we should be chilled.” 

“ That is to say: in order to give fire and spirit to the 
imitation of an action, this action must be represented 
neither as it is nor as it should be. Can anything more 
absurd be imagined ? Scarcely, unless it were that the 
violins play a lively air, some merry sonata, while the 
spectators are to be in anxiety concerning the prince who 
is on the point of losing his beloved, his throne and his 
life.” 

“ Madame,” said Mongognl, “ you are quite right; we 
ought to play sad airs and I will go and order some.” So 
saying he got up and went out and Selim, Riccaric and the 
favourite continued the conversation among themselves. 

“ At least madame ” replied Selim “ you will not deny 
that if the episodes destroy our illusion, the dialogue puts 
us back into that state. I do not know who understands 
that better than our tragic poets.” 

“ Then no one understands it ” she replied. “ The wit, 
the playful and the stilted elements that reign therein 
are removed a thousand, thousand miles from nature. 
The author tries in vain to hide himself, he does not 
escape my eyes and I see him continually behind his 
personages. Cinna, Sertorius, Maximus, Emilia are at 
all moments Corneille’s speaking-tubes. Our old Saracens 
did not converse together thus. If you like, Riccaric can 
translate some passages to you and you will hear the 
simple nature that speaks from their mouths. I should 
so like to say to the moderns: Gentlemen instead of 
endowing your personages with wit at all moments, why 
do you not seek to put them into positions that would 
give them some ? ” 

“ To judge by what madame has said as to the course 
and the dialogue of our dramas, it would not seem as if 
you would accord much indulgence to their denouement ” 
said Selim. 

“ No, certainly not,” replied the favourite, “ there are a 
hundred bad ones for one that is good. One is not 
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sufficiently led up to, the other occurs as by a miracle. 
If the author does not know what to do with a person 
whom he has dragged from scene to scene through five 
acts, he finishes him off quickly with a dagger thrust, all 
the world begins to weep and I, I laugh as though I were 
mad. Again did ever any one speak as we declaim ? Do 
princes and kings walk differently from other men ? Do 
they ever gesticulate like madmen and possessed creatures ? 
And do princesses howl when they speak ? It is generally 
assumed that we have brought tragedy to a high degree 
of perfection, and I for my part hold it to be almost 
proved that of all species of literature attempted by the 
Africans during the last centuries just this has remained 
the most imperfect.” 

The favourite had just got to this point in her abuse 
of our theatrical works, when Mongogul re-entered. 
“Madame” he said, “you will do me a favour if you 
proceed. You see I understand how to shorten the art of 
poetry when I find it too long.” 

“ Let us assume ” continued the favourite, “ that a man 
came here fresh from Angote who had never heard of a 
play in his life, but who was not wanting either in 
knowledge or good sense, who knew what could happen 
at a court, who was not unacquainted with the in¬ 
trigues of courtiers, the jealousies of ministers and the 
machinations of women. Supposing I said to such a man 
in confidence: ‘ My friend, dreadful things are at work in 
the seraglio. The prince, who is angry with his son 
because he suspects him of loving Manimonbande, is a 
man whom I hold capable of the most cruel vengeance. 
To all appearance this matter must have sad conse¬ 
quences. If you like I will contrive that you shall be a 
witness of all that passes.* He accepts my proposal and 
I lead him into a box protected by a grating, out of which 
he can see the theatre, which he thinks is the sultan’s 
palace. Do you believe that notwithstanding all the 
gravity I endeavour to maintain, this stranger’s illusion 
will last for a moment? Must you not rather concede 
that he will laugh in my face in the first scene as he 
sees the stilted walk of the actors, their strange dresses, 
their exaggerated gestures, and hears their language 
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spoken with strange emphasis in rhymed and measured 
speech ? Will he not say straight out either that I am 
making sport of him or that the prince and all his court 
are demented ? ” 

“ I admit/’ said Selim, “ that this assumed case makes 
me hesitate; but could you not consider that wo go to a 
play with the knowledge that we are about to assist at the 
imitation of an action, not at the action itself.” 

“ Should this knowledge hinder the action from being 
represented in the most natural manner possible ?” asked 
the favourite. 

Here the conversation gradually passes on to other 
matters that do not concern us. Let us turn and consider 
what we have read. Beyond question Diderot clear and 
simple! But at that time all these truths were spoken 
to the winds. They did not rouse any feeling in the 
French public until they were repeated with all didactic 
solemnity and accompanied by examples in which the 
author endeavoured to depart from some of these criticised 
faults and to tread the paths of nature and illusion. 
Then envy awoke criticism. Oh now it was clear why 
Diderot did not deem the theatre of his nation at the acme 
of perfection which they believed it to be, why he saw so 
many faults in their lauded masterpieces ; only and solely 
to make room for his own plays! He had to decry the 
method of his predecessors because he felt that if he 
pursued this method he would find himself immeasurably 
below them. He had to be a miserable charlatan despis¬ 
ing all strange treacle in order that no one should buy any 
but his own. Thus the Palissots fell upon his plays. 

Beyond question he had given them some excuse in his 
4 Fils naturel.’ This first attempt is by no means equal to 
the 4 Pere de famille.’ There is too much monotony in the 
characters, they are too romantic, the dialogue is stilted 
and archaic, a pedantic mixture of new-fangled philo¬ 
sophical sentences; all these matters gave to censure an 
easy field. . . . Neither can it be denied that the form 
which Diderot gave to the accompanying dialogues and 
the tone he adopted in them, were somewhat vain and 
pompous, that he brought forward various comments which 
were not new and not peculiar to him as though they were 
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wholly new discourses and that other comments had not the 
profundity they seemed to have in his dazzling language. 

No. 86. 

For example, Diderot maintains 1 that in human nature 
there are at most a dozen comic characters of prominent 
feature, and that the little varieties in the human character 
cannot be so happily treated as the purely unmixed 
characters. He therefore proposed that classes instead 
of characters should be brought upon the stage and desired 
that their treatment should form the especial labour of 
serious comedy. He says, 44 Until now character has been 
the chief work of comedy and class distinctions were 
something accidental; now however the social standing 
must be the chief consideration and the character the 
accidental. The whole intrigue used to be drawn from 
the character, the circumstances under which it best 
evinced itself were carefully chosen and interwoven. In 
future the duties, prejudices, and inconveniences of a social 
standing must serve for the groundwork of a play. This 
source seems to me far more productive, of far greater 
extent, of far greater utility, than the source of character. 
If the character was a little exaggerated, then the spectator 
would say to himself, this is not I. But he cannot deny 
that the class represented is his class, he cannot possibly 
mistake his duties. He is forced to apply that which he 
hears to himself.” 

Palissot’s objections to this are not groundless. 2 He 
denies that nature is so poor in original characters that 
the comic poets have already exhausted them. Moliere saw 
enough new characters before him and believed that he 
had scarcely treated the smallest part of those that could 
be treated. The passage in which he rapidly constructs 
various of these is as curious as it is instructive, for it 
makes us suspect that the Misanthrope would scarcely 
have remained his non plus ultra if he had lived longer. 3 

1 The dialogue following ‘Le fils nature!/ 

* ‘ Petites Lettres sur de grands Philosophe s/ Letter II. 

* * Impromptu de Versailles/ 8c. II.: “ Eh! mon pauvre Marquis, 
nous lui (h Molifere) foumirons toujours assez de matiere, et nous he 



No. 86.] 


DRAMATIC NOTES. 


447 


Palissot himself is not infelicitous in adding some new 
characters of his own observation; the stupid Maecenas 
with his servile clients; the man in the wrong place; the 
suspicious man whose elaborately conceived attacks are 
wrecked on the simple honesty of a worthy man, the 
pseudo-philosopher; the eccentric, the hypocrite with 
social virtues, since the religious hypocrites are somewhat 
out of fashion. Truly there are no common vistas thus 
displayed to eyes that can look well into the distance 
that here opens out into the endless. Here is harvest 
enough for the few reapers who may dare to venture 
upon it! 

And if the comic characters are really so few and these 
few have been exhausted, will social classes help us out*of 
this perplexity, objects Palissot ? Let us choose one as an 
example, the position of judge. Must I not give this 
judge a character? Must he not be sad or merry, serious 
or careless, affable or violent ? And will it not be merely 
this character which lifts him out of the range of a meta¬ 
physical abstraction and converts him into a real being ? 
And consequently will not the foundations of the intrigue 
and the moral of the play once more rest upon character ? 


prenons gukres le chemin de nous rendre sages par tout ce qu’il fait et 
tout ee qu’il dit. Crois-tu qu’il ait epuisk dans ses comedies tous les 
ridicules des homines, et sans sortir de la cour, n’a-t-il pas encore 
vingt earacteres de gens, ou il n’a pas touchti ? N’a-t-il pas, par 
exemple, ceux qui ee font les plus granaes amities du monde, et qui, le 
dos tourae, fout galanterie de se declarer Fun l’autre ? N’a-t-il pas ces 
adulateurs k outranoe, ces flatteurs insipides qui n’assaisonnent d’aucnn 
sel les louanges qu’ils donnent, et dont toutes les flatteries ont une 
douceur fade qui fait mal au coeur k ceux qui les ecoutent ? N’a-t-il 
pas ces l&ches courtisans de la faveur, ces perfides adorateurs de la 
fortune, qui vous encensent dans la prosp&itci, et vous accablent dans 
la disgr&ce? N’a-t-il pas ceux qui sont toujours meoontents de la 
cour, ces suivants inutiles, ces incommodes assidus, ces gens, dis-je, 
qui pour services ne peuvent compter que des importunites et qui 
veulent qu’on les recompense d’avoir obsede le prince dix ans durant ? 
N’a-t-il pas ceux qui caressent egalement tout le monde, qui prominent 
leurs civilites k droite, k guuche, et courent k tous ceux qu’ils voyent 

avec les memes embrassades, et les memes protestations d'amitie ?- 

Va, va, Marquis, Moliere aura toujourB plus de sujets qu’il n’en voudra, 
et tout ce qu’il a touche n'est que bagatelle au prix de oe qui reste.” 
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Consequently will not class distinctions again become the 
accidental ? 

It is true that Biderot might reply to this: Certainly 
the person whom I dignify with a standing must also 
have his individual character; but I desire that this should 
be such as does not clash with the duties and circum¬ 
stances of his class but rather harmonises well with them. 
Therefore if this person is a judge, it is not open to me to 
make him serious or careless, affable or violent; he must 
needs be serious and affable and both in the degree that 
his occupation demands. 

This, I say, Diderot might have replied; but then he 
would have approached another danger, namely the 
danger of perfect characters. His class personages would 
never do anything else but what they must do according 
to their duty and conscience, they would act exactly 
according to rote. Do we expect this in comedy? Can 
such representations be attractive enough? Will the 
advantage we may hope from them be great enough to 
compensate the labour of creating a new species, of writing 
a new poetics ? 

The danger rock of perfect characters does not seem to 
me to have been sufficiently observed by Diderot. In his 
plays he rather steers straight towards it and in his 
critical sea-charts he finds no warning signals. He rather 
finds matters in it that advise him to direct his course 
thither. It is only needful to recall what he says on con¬ 
trasting the characters of Terence’s ‘ Adelphi.’ The two 
contrasted fathers are depicted with equal force, so that 
the subtlest critic would be perplexed to name the chief 
personage, whether Micio or Demea. If he pronounces 
a verdict before the last act he might easily be amazed on 
finding that he whom he held throughout five acts to be 
a sensible man, is nothing but a fool, and that he whom 
he deemed a fool is actually the more sensible man. We 
should be almost inclined to say at the commencement 
of the fifth act of this drama, that the author had been 
forced by the difficulty of contrast, to abandon his end and 
to reverse the whole interest of the play. What has 
become of this ? We no longer know for whom to interest 
ourselves. At the beginning we were with Micio against 
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Demea, and in the end we are for neither. We almost 
demand a third father to hold the mean between these 
two and show wherein they have failed. 

Not I. I earnestly beg to be excused this third father, 
whether in the same play or by himself. What father 
does not think he knows what a father should be ? We 
all think ourselves to be on the right road ; we only ask 
now and then to be warned against aberrations on either 
side. 

Diderot is right; it is better if the characters are only 
different, not contrasted. Contrasted characters are less 
natural, and augment the romantic aspect that in any 
case is seldom lacking to dramatic events. For one 
gathering in common life wherein the contrast of 
character is shown as saliently as the dramatist demands, 
there are thousands where they are merely different. 
Very true. But is not a character that always moves in 
the same grooves marked out by reason and virtue, a still 
greater phenomenon ? Among twenty gatherings in 
common life, we shall sooner find ten in which fathers 
take totally opposed paths in the education of their 
children, than one that can show the ideal father. And 
this true father is always the same, is singular though 
the variations from him may be endless. Consequently the 
plays that bring forward the true father will be individu¬ 
ally more unnatural, collectively more monotonous, than 
those which introduce fathers of various principles. It 
is also certain that those characters which in society seem 
merely different, contrast themselves of their own accord 
as soon as conflicting interests put them in motion. It is 
moreover quite natural that they should then be eager to 
seem yet more opposed than they really are. The vivacious 
man will be fire and flame against him who seems to be 
acting in a lukewarm manner, and the lukewarm man 
will be cold as ice in order that the other may commit as 
many indiscretions as may eventually be useful to him. 

Nos. 87 and 88. 

In like manner other remarks of Palissot’s, if not quite 
just, are not wholly false. He plainly enough discerns the 

VOL. III. 2 a 
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ring into which he would thrust his lance, only in the 
eagerness of his attack his lance shifts its place, and he 
just misses the ring. Thus among other tilings he says 
of ‘ Le fils naturel/ “ What a strange title! the natural 
son! Why is the piece so called ? What influence does 
Dorval’s birth exert ? What event does it provoke ? To 
what situations does it give rise ? What void does it fill ? 
What can have been the intention of the author? To 
serve up a few observations against the prejudice of 
illegitimate birth? What sensible being does not know 
of his own accord how unjust is such a prejudice ? J 

Diderot might have replied to this: This circumstance 
was needful to the complication of my fable; without 
it it would have been far more improbable that Dorval 
should not know his sister, and his sister not know of a 
brother. It was open to me to borrow the title thenoe and 
I might have borrowed the title from a yet more trifling 
circumstance. If Diderot had replied thus, would Palissot 
not have been refuted ? 

Meanwhile the character of the natural son is open to 
quite another objection with which Palissot could have 
attacked the poet far more sharply. Namely this, that 
the circumstance of illegitimate birth and consequent 
neglect and seclusion imposed on Dorval for many years, 
is a circumstance too peculiar and singular, must have had 
too much influence on the formation of his character, 
for it to have that universality which according to 
Diderot’s own doctrine is demanded in a comic character. 
This subject tempts me to a digression on this doctrine, 
and why need I resist such a temptation in a work of 
this kind ? 

Diderot says: “ The comic genus has species, and the 
tragic has individuals. I will explain. The hero of a 
tragedy is such and such a man; he is Regulus, or Brutus, 
or Cato, and no other. The prominent persons in a comedy, 
on the other hand, must represent a large number of man¬ 
kind. If we accorded to them one peculiar physiognomy 
so that only one single individual could resemble them, 
comedy would lapse back into its childhood. Terence 
seems to me to have once fallen into this error. His 
Heautontimorumenos is a father who sorrows over the 
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fearful resolution to which he has driven his son by exces¬ 
sive rigour and who therefore punishes himself by curtail¬ 
ing his food and clothing, avoiding society, dismissing his 
servants, and cultivating his fields with his own hands. 
It may be said there are no such fathers. The largest 
city would scarcely furnish one example of such rare 
sorrow in a century.” 

In the first place concerning the Heautontimorumenos: 
if this character is really to be censured, the blame falls 
on Menander, not on Terence. Menander was the creator 
of this being, to whom, to all appearance he accorded a 
far more extended role than he plays in Terence’s imita¬ 
tion, in which his sphere is limited, because of the double 
intrigue. 1 But that it comes from Menander, would 

1 That is, if the sixth line of the prologue— 

“ Duplex quae ex argumento facta est simplici ” 

•—was really so written by the poet and is not meant to be understood 
otherwise than Dacier and after her, the new English translator of 
Terence, Colman, explain it. “ Terence only meant to say that he had 
doubled the characters; instead of one old man, one young gallant, oue 
mistress, as in Menander, he has two old men, &c. He therefore adds, 
very properly, ‘novam esse ostendi/which certainly could not have been 
implied had the characters been the same in the Greek poet.” Even 
Adrian Bailandus, nay even the old glossa interlinealis of Ascensius 
did not read the duplex otherwise; 4 propter senes et juvenes,’ says 
this one, and the other writes, ‘ nam in hac latina senerfduo, adolescentes 
item duo sunt/ And yet this rendering will not satisfy me, because 
I cannot see what remains of the play if we take away the persons by 
whom Terence doubled the characters of the old man and the lovers. 
I cannot conceive how Menander could treat this subject without 
Chremes and Clitipho, both are so interwoven that I cannot think of 
a complication or solution without them. I will not even name 
another explanation by which Julius Sealiger made himself ridiculous. 
Also that which was given by Eugraphius and adopted by Faeme is 
quite absurd. In this perplexity the critics have sought* to change 
now the duplex^ now the simplici in the line, which the MSS. in a 
measure justify. Some read— 

4 Duplex quae ex argumento facta est duplici,* 

others, 

4 Simplex quae ex argumento facta est duplici/ 

What remains but that some one should now come and read— 

‘ Simplex qu® ex argumento facta est simplici ’ ? 

2 G 2 
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alone have checked me from condemning Terence on its 
account. The saying & M evavSpe kcu fiU, irortpos ap vp.£>v 


And quite seriously, this is how I should like to read it. Let any one 
refer to the passage in the context and ponder my reasons. 

4 Ex Integra Greece integram comcediam 
Hodie sum acturus Heautontimorumenon: 

Simplex qure ex argumento facta est simplici/ 

It is well known what was reproached to Terence by his envious 
co-labourers at the theatre— 

4 Multa contaminasse Graecas, dum facit 
Paucas latinos ’ 

—for he was in the habit of welding two Greek plays into one Latin one. 
Thus he combined his ‘ Andria * from the ‘ Andria * and 4 Perinthia * of 
Menander; his ‘Eunuchus’ from the ‘Eunuchus’ and the ‘Colax’ 
of the same poet; his 4 Brothers * from the ‘ Brothers * of Menander and 
a play of Diphilus. On account of this reproach he justifies himself 
in the prologue to his ‘ Heautontimorumenos.’ He admits the fact, 
but denies that he has acted otherwise than many good poets before 
him:— 

‘ Id esse factum hie non negat 
Neque se pigere, et deinde factum iri autumat, 

Habet bonorum exemplum; quo exemplo sibi 
Licere id facere, quod ille feoerunt, putat.’ 

‘I have done it/ he says, ‘and I think I shall often do it again.* 
This refers to former plays but not to the present one, the * Heauton- 
thnorumenos/ for this was not taken from two Greek plays but from 
a single one of this name. And this is what he meant to say in the 
contested line as I propose reading it— 

4 Simplex quae ex argumento facta est simplici/ 

4 As simple as the play of Menander, so simple is my play/ is what 
Terence would say; 4 1 have put in nothing from other plays, but only 
taken from a single one of the same name. It is taken as long as it 
is from the Greek play, and the Greek play is all in my Latin one, I 
therefore give 

4 Ex integra Grseca integram comoediam/ 

The meaning that Faerne found given to integra in an old glossary 
that it was as much as a nullo tacta is manifestly false here, because 
it would only apply to the first integra, but nowise to the second 
integram. And therefore I believe my supposition in reading will 
bear attention. Only the following line will evoke opposition * 

4 Novam esse ostendi, et quae csset/ 
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Trortpov ifufiyaaro is certainly rather frigid than witty, but 
would it have been said at all of a poet who was capable 
of describing characters whereof a large town could only 
show a specimen once in a century? True, in a hundred 
and more plays one such character might have escaped 
him. The most productive head can write itself empty, 
and when imagination can recall no more real subjects for 
imitation, it composes such, and these generally become 
caricatures. Diderot thinks he has observed that Horace 
who had such delicate taste, had already perceived the 
fault in question, and had censured it lightly in passing. 

The passage is said to be in the second satire of the 
first book, where Horace desires to show that fools are in 
the habit of falling from one exaggeration into its oppo¬ 
site. He says that Fufidius fears to be held extravagant. 


It will be said: * If Terence admits that he has taken the whole play 
from a single play of Menander’s, how can he pretend to have proved 
that his play is new, “ novam esse ” ? * I can easily remove this 
difficulty Dy an explanation of these words, of which I venture to 
aver that it is the only true one, although it has only been said by me 
and no commentator, so far as I know, has even distantly surmised it. 
I say that the words 

4 Novam esse ostendi, et quae esset 9 

do not refer to that which Terence makes the prologue say in the 
former plays, but 4 apud aediles ’ must be understood. * Novus ’ does 
not here mean what has arisen in Terence’s own head, but only what 
was not existent before in Latin. He says, * that my play is a new 
play, that it is such a play as has never before appeared in Latin, that 
I have myself translated it from the Greek, this I have proved to the 
mdiles who bought it of me.’ To agree with me in this it is only 
needful to recall the dispute he had concerning his 4 Eunuchus ’ with 
the aediles. He had sold this to them as a new translation from the 
Greek, but his adversary, Lavinius, tried to persuade the aediles that 
it was not from the Greek, but taken from the plays of Naevius and 
Plautus. It is true that the * Eunuchus ’ had much in common with 
these plays, yet still Lavinius’s accusation was false, for Terence had 
only drawn from the same Greek source, whereat Naevius and Plautus 
had drawn before him, without his knowledge. Therefore to guard 
against similar calumnies with his * Heautontimorumenos * what was 
more natural than that he showed the aediles the Greek original, and 
instructed them concerning its contents ? Nay the aediles may even 
have demanded this of him, and this is the reference:— 


* Novam esse ostendi, et quae esset.’ ” 
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What does he do ? He lends monthly at five per cent, 
and gets himself paid in advance. The more another 
needs the money, the more interest he demands. He knows 
the names of all the youths who are of good family, and 
are entering the world, but who have to complain of hard 
fathers. Perhaps you expect that this man makes a show 
that matches with his revenues ? Far from it! He is his 
own most cruel enemy and the father in the comedy who 
punishes himself for his son’s departure cannot torture 
himself worse: non se pejus cruciaverit. This “ worse,” this 
pejus Diderot insists has a double meaning; in one sense it 
applies to Fufidius, and in another to Terence; such inci¬ 
dental hits were, he thinks, quite in the character of Horace. 

This may be the case without its being applied to the 
passage in question. For here it seems to me, the inci¬ 
dental allusion would damage the main sense. Fufidius 
is not so great a fool if there are more such fools. If the 
father in Terence tortures himself thus foolishly, if he had 
as little cause to torture himself as Fufidius, he shares this 
absurdity and Fufidius becomes less absurd and singular. 
Only if Fufidius is as hard and cruel against himself 
without cause, as the father in Terence is with cause, if 
he does from vile avarice what the other does from remorse 
and sorrow only, then we shall deem the former quite 
contemptible and ridiculous, while we consider the latter 
pitiable. And certainly every great sorrow is of the 
nature of the sorrow of this father; if it does not forget 
itself it tortures itself. It is against all experience that 
an example of such sorrow is found only once in a hundred 
years. Every sorrow acts somewhat in this manner, only 
more or less so and with some difference or other. Cicero had 
studied the nature of sorrow more deeply. In the behaviour 
of the Heautontimorumenos he saw nothing more than 
what all mourners would do, not only when they are 
carried away by feeling, but as they think they must 
continue in cold blood . 3 “ Heeo omnia recta, vera, debita 
putantes faciunt in dolore; maximeque declaratur, hoc 
quasi officii judicio fieri, quod si qui forte, cum se in 
luctu esse vellent, aliquid feoerunt humanius, aut si 


* Tuflc. Quasi, lib. iii. o. 27. 
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hilarius locuti essent, revocant se rursus ad moestitiam, 
peccatique se insimulant, quod dolere intermiserint: pueros 
vero matres et magistri castigare etiam solent, neo verbis 
solum, sed etiam verberibus, si quid in domestico luctu 
hilarius ab iis factum est, aut dictum; plorare cogunt. 
Quid ille Terentianus ipse se puniens ? ” &c. 

Menedemus, this is the name of the self-torturer in 
Terence, is not so hard upon himself from sorrow, but 
why he denies himself even the smallest luxury is chiefly 
that he may save the more for his absent son and 
thus secure in the future a pleasant life to him whom he 
has forced to embrace such an unpleasant one. What is 
there in this that a hundred fathers would not do? If 
Diderot thinks that the peculiar and the singular con¬ 
sists therein, that Menedemus fells, digs, ploughs, he has 
in his haste thought more of the customs of our times 
than of those of the ancients. Certainly a modem father 
would not so easily do this; very few would know how 
to set about it, but the rich high-born Romans and 
Greeks were well acquainted with all agricultural 
labours and were not ashamed to use their hands. 

But granted that all be exactly as Diderot says; let the 
character of this self-torturer on account of this singu¬ 
larity, on account of this trait peculiar to him be as 
unsuited to a comic character as may be:—has not 
Diderot fallen into the same fault ? What can be more 
eccentric than the character of his Dorval, what character 
could have more of a peculiar trait than the character of 
this natural son ? Diderot lets him say of himself, “ Im¬ 
mediately after my birth I was cast upon a spot that 
might be called the boundary between society and 
solitude, and when I opened my eyes and searched for the 
links that connected me with mankind I could scarcely 
find any traces of them. For thirty years I wandered 
about lonely, unknown, unheeded, without feeling the 
affection of any human being, without meeting any 
human being who sought mine.” That a natural child 
should search in vain for its parents, that it should 
look in vain for a person connected with it by the 
closer ties of blood, is very natural and might happen 
to nine out of ten. But that he could wander about 
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for thirty whole years in the world, without having felt 
the affection of any human being, that he should not have 
met one human being who sought for his affection, this I 
am almost inclined to say is absolutely impossible. Or if 
it were possible what a number of quite peculiar circum¬ 
stances must have arisen on both sides, on the side of the 
world, and on the side of this so long isolated being, to 
make this sad possibility a reality. Century upon cen¬ 
tury must pass before it could ever become possible again. 
At least may Heaven grant that I may never otherwise 
conceive of humanity. I would rather else that I had 
been bom a bear and not a man. It is not possible ; no 
man can be so lost among men. Cast him whither you 
will, if he only falls among men he falls among beings 
who before he has had time to look about him are ready 
on all sides to attach themselves to him. If not the noble 
then it is the lowly; if not the happy, then it is the un- 
happy; but human beings they always will be. Just so a 
drop of water need only touch the surface of water to be 
received by and to be absorbed in it, be the water what it 
will, pond or well, stream or sea, belt or ocean. 

Now this solitude of thirty years among mankind is to 
have formed the character of Dorval. What character 
could resemble him ? Who will recognise himself even in 
the smallest particle in him ? 

I find that Diderot saved himself a loophole. Subse¬ 
quent to the passage I have quoted; he says “In the 
serious genus characters will often be as general as in the 
comic, only that they will always be less individual in the 
comic than in the tragic.” He would therefore reply, the 
character of Dorval is no comic character, it is a character 
such as serious drama demands and just as this must 
fill the place between comedy and tragedy so also the 
characters must hold the mean between the comic and 
the tragic characters. They need not be as general as the 
former if only they are not as entirely individual as the 
latter, and of this nature the character of Dorval might be. 

Thus we have happily returned to the point from 
which we started; we wished to investigate whether it 
was true that tragedy had individuals, and comedy species, 
that is to say whether it is true that the persons in a 
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comedy must seize and represent a great number of men 
while at the same time the hero of tragedy is only this or 
that man, only Regulus or Brutus or Cato. If this is 
true, then what Diderot says of the personages of the 
middle species, which he calls serious comedy, presents 
no difficulties, and the character of Dorval would not be 
so blameworthy. But if it is not true then this also 
falls of its own accord, and no justification can arise 
for the character of the natural son from such an arbitrary 
decision. 

No. 89. 


I must first notice that Diderot has left his assertion 
without any proof. He must have regarded it as a truth 
that no person could or would doubt, which it was only 
necessary to know in order to understand its reason. Can 
he have found this in the true name of the tragical 
hero? because these are called Achilles, Alexander, Cato, 
Augustus; and because Achilles, Alexander, Cato, Augustus 
were real people can he have assumed therefrom that 
all that the poet lets them say and act in tragedy can 
only belong to these so-called persons and to no one else 
in the world ? It would almost seem so. 

But Aristotle had refuted this error two thousand 
years ago and pointed to the truth of the essential 
difference between history and poetry, as well as the 
greater benefit conferred by the latter than bv the former. 
He did this so luminously, that I need only quote his 
words to arouse no small wonder how Diderot could have 
held an opposite view in so obvious a matter. 

Aristotle says 1 after he has established the essential 
qualities of the poetic fable. “ From this is therefore shown 
that it is not the poet’s duty to relate what has occurred, 
but to relate of what nature these occurrences might 
have been, their probability or necessity. For historians 
and poets are not distinguished by metrical or unmetrical 
speech, for the books of Herodotus might be converted 
into metre and they would nevertheless be nothing 
more when metrical, than what they are in unmetrical 


1 Poetics, 9th chap. 
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language, a history. They are distinguished herein that 
the one relates what has occurred, the other relates of what 
nature the occurrence has been. Therefore poetry is more 
philosophical and useful than history. Poetry refers to 
the general and history to the particular. The general is 
how such and such a man would speak or act according to 
probability or necessity and this is what poetry regards 
when giving its names. The particular, on the contrary, 
is what Alcibiades has done or suffered. All this has been 
manifestly shown in comedy, for if the fable is constructed 
according to probability the distinctive names are given 
afterwards, not as with the iambic poet who remains with 
the individual. In tragedy we hold by names already 
existent for the reason that the possible is credible and 
we do not believe that possible that has not occurred, while 
that which has occurred must obviously be possible because 
it would not have occurred if it had not been possible. 
Yet in some tragedies there are only one or two well- 
known names and the rest are invented, in some there are 
none at all, as in Agathon’s 4 Flower.’ In this play actions 
and names are equally invented, but it does not on this 
account please the less.” 

In this passage which I have quoted according to my 
own translation, trying to be as literal as possible, various 
matters have been misunderstood or not understood at all 
by the commentators whom I could consult. What be¬ 
longs to the matter in hand I must mention. 

It is unquestionable that Aristotle makes no distinc¬ 
tions between the personages in tragedy and comedy in 
regard to their generality. Both, not even excluding 
the persons in epics,—all persons of poetical imitation 
without distinction, are to speak and act not only as 
would become them individually and alone, but as each 
of them would and must speak or act according to the 
nature of the same circumstances. In this koBoXov, in 
this generality, is the sole reason why poetry is more 
philosophical and more instructive than history; and if it 
is true that those comic poets who would give especial 
physiognomies to their personages, so that only a single 
individual in the world could be like them, would turn 
back comedy into its childhood and pervert it into satire as 
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Diderot says; it is equally true that those tragic poets who 
would only represent such and such a man, only Caesar 
or Cato according to their individualities without at the 
same time showing how these individualities are connected 
with the character of Caesar and Cato that they may 
have in common with others, weaken tragedy and debase 
it to history. 

But Aristotle also says that poetry aims at this gene¬ 
rality of the persons by the names accorded them (ou 
oro^afcTat rj rroCrjari $ dvofta/ra tmTiQtfJLtvrj) which is specially 
marked in comedy. It is this which the commentators 
have been satisfied to quote from Aristotle but have not 
in the least explained. Many of them have expressed 
themselves concerning it in such a manner that we can 
clearly see they either had no ideas at all or quite false ones. 
The question is: how does poetry regard the generality of 
these personages when it accords them names, and how 
has this regard to the generality of the person been long 
visible especially in comedy ? 

The words : com 8c kclOoXov fib/, tco Troup ra iroi arra <ru/x- 
(iawc.i \4yeiv, rj irparrav Kara to rj to avayKouov, ov oro^a- 

£erai rj rrovrjms ovofiara cirmflc/Acn/, is translated by Dacier 
aa: “ une chose g6n6rale, o’est ce que tout homme d’un tel ou 
d’un tel caractdre, a du dire, ou fair© vraisemblablement 
ou necessairement, ce qui est le but de la po6sie lors meme 
qu’elle impose les noms a ses personnages. Herr Curtius 
translates in the same manner “ the general is that which 
a certain man thinks that a certain character would speak 
or do according to probability or necessity. This general 
is the goal of poetry even if it imposes names on its 
personages.” In their annotations also both agree; the 
one says entirely what the other says. They both ex¬ 
plain what is meant by the general, they both say that 
this general is the goal of poetry, but how poetry regards 
this general when bestowing its names, of this no one says 
a word. The Frenchman with his “ lors m5me,” the Ger¬ 
man with his “even if” show plainly that they knew 
nothing or understood nothing of what Aristotle would 
say for this “lors meme” and “even if” means nothing 
more with them than “ although ” and consequently they 
make Aristotle merely say that notwithstanding that 
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poetry accords to her personages names of individual 
persons she does not aim at the peculiarity of these per¬ 
sons but at the general. The words of Dacier 2 which I will 
quote in a note show this plainly. Now it is true that 
this is not false, but neither does it exhaust the meaning 
of Aristotle. Not enough that poetry, regardless of the 
names taken by individual persons, aims at generality, 
Aristotle says that with these names it aims at generality, 
ov oroxaierai. I should imagine that both are not the same 
thing, and if they are not the same thing we are 
necessarily thrown upon the question at which does it 
aim. To this question the commentators do not reply. 


No. 90. 

How it aims towards it, says Aristotle, this I have 
plainly shown long ago in comedy: Irrl pcv ovv rrjs KWfjupStas 
ffirj tovto BrjXov yeyovev* (rvordaravres yap rov pvOov 8ia tcov 


2 Aristote privient ici une objection, qu’on pouvait lui faire, sur la 
definition, qu’il vient de donner d’une chose g&i&ale; car lea ignorants 
n’auraient pas manque de lui dire, qu’Homfere, par exemple, n’a point 
en vue d’ecrire une action gendrale et uniyerselle, mais une action 
particulikre, puisqu’il raoonte ce qu’on fait de certains hommes, comma 
Achille, Agamemnon, Ulysse, etc., et que, par consequent, il n’y a 
aucune difference entre Homfere et un historien, qui aurait ecrit lee 
actions d’Achille. Le philosophe va au-devant de cette objection, en 
faisant voir que les poeteB, c’est-k-dire, les auteurs d’une tragedie on 
d’un po£me 6pique, lors meme qu’ils imposent les noms k leurs per- 
sonnages, ne pensent en aucune manikre k les faire parler veritablement, 
ce qu’ils seraient obliges de faire, s’ils &rivaient les actions particu- 
lieres et veritables d’un certain homme, nommd Achille ou Edipe, mais 
qu’ils se proposent de les faire parler et agir necessairement ou vraisem- 
blablement: c’est-k-dire, de leur faire dire et faire tout ce que des 
hommes de ce meme caractkre devaient faire et dire en cet etat, ou 
par necessity, ou au moins selon les ingles de la vraisemblance; oe 
qui prouve incontestablement que ce sont des actions generales et 
universelles.” 

Herr Curtius says nothing else in bis annotation, only he en¬ 
deavours to show the general and particular in examples which 
do not fully prove that he has understood the matter to its depth. 
For according to them it would only be personified characters whom 
the poet makes speak and act, whereas they should be characterised 
persons. 
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eiicorcov, ovtoj ra ru^ovra ovopara imnOtaai, Kal ov^ tooirep oi 
iapfioiroioi irepl rwv KaO’ ckolotov . 

For this passage I must also quote the translations of 
Dacier and Curtius. Dacier says: “ C’est ce qui est deja 
rendu sensible dans la com^die, car les poetes comiques, 
apres avoir dress6 leur sujet sur la vraisemblance, imposent 
apres cela a leurs personnages tels uoms qu’il leur plait, et 
n’imitent pas les poetes satyriques, qui ne s’attachent qu’aux 
choses particuli&res,” and Curtius says “In comedy this 
has long been visible, for after the writers of comedy have 
arranged the plan of their fable according to probability, 
they give to their personages arbitrary names and do not 
set themselves a particular goal like the iambic poets.” 
What do we find in these translations of that which 
Aristotle wished chiefly to say ? Neither let him say any¬ 
thing more than that the comic poets did not act like the 
iambic (that is to say the satiric poets) and dwell on the 
particular, but went towards the general in their person¬ 
ages, to whom they gave arbitrary names, “ tels noms qu’il 
leur plait.” Granted that ra rv^orra ovopara means arbitrary 
names, what have both translators done with ovtcd ? Did 
they think this ovr<o meant nothing? and yet here it 
means all, for according to this ovrco the comic poet does 
not only give arbitrary names to his personages, but he 
gave them these arbitrary names so, oimo. And how so ? 
So that with these names themselves they aimed at the 
general: ov oro^a^crat rj irotrjats ovopara imnOepevTj, and 
how did this happen ? About this I should like to find a 
word in the annotations of Dacier and Curtius. 

Without further digression it happened as I am about 
to telL Comedy gave names to its personages, names 
which by means of the grammatical derivation and com¬ 
position or by some other meaning expressed the charac¬ 
teristic of these personages, in a word they gave them 
speaking names, names it was only needful to hear in 
order to know at once of what nature those would be 
who bore those names. I will quote a passage from 
Donatus on this subject. He says on occasion of the first 
line of the first act of ‘ The Brothers ’ “ Nomina person- 
arum in comoediis duntaxat, habere debent rationem et 
etymologiam. Etenim absurdum est, comicum aperte 
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argnmentum confingere: vel nomen personas incongruum 
dare vel officium quod sit a nomine diversum. 1 Hinc 
servus fidelis Parmeno: infidelis vel Syrus vel Greta: 
miles Thraso vel Polemon ; juvenis Pamplnlus : matrona 
Myrrhina, et puer ab odore Storax: vel a lndo et a 
gesticulatione Circus : et item similia. In quibus sum- 
mum Poetae vitium est, si quid et contrario repugnans 
contrarium diversumque protulerit, nisi per avri<j>pauo-w 
nomen impoeuerit joculariter, ut Misargyrides in Plauto 
dicitur trapezita.” Whoever wishes to be convinced of 
this by more examples let him study the names in 
Plautus and Terence. Since their plays are all derived 
from the Greek, so the names come from the same source, 
and in their etymology have always a reference to the 
social condition, the mode of thought, and so forth that 
these personages had in common with others, even if we 
cannot now clearly and certainly trace this etymology. 

I will not linger over this well-known matter, but I am 
astonished that Aristotle’s commentators did not remember 
it when Aristotle so unquestionably refers to it. What can 
be more true, more clear, than what the philosopher says 
of the consideration poetry must evince towards the gene¬ 
ral in choice of names ? What can be more unquestionable 
than this, brl fxkv rrjs KUfua&Las rfSr} tovto SrjXov yeyovcv , and that 
this consideration has been long openly evinced, especially 
in comedy ? From its first origin, that is as soon as the 
iambio poet rose from the particular to the general, as 


1 This sentence might easily be misunderstood. For instance, if we 
were to understand it as if Donatus held this as something absurd, 
“ comioum aperte argnmentum confingere.” This is not at all 
Donatus’s meaning. He wished to say it would be absurd if the comic 
poet who manifestly invents his theme should give to his personages 
awkward names or occupations at variance with their names. For 
since the whole subject is wholly the invention of the poet, it was 
entirely his own free choice what names he gave to his personages, 
and what standing or occupation he meant to connect with these 
names. Perhaps Donatus should not have expressed himself so 
dubiously, and by the change of a single syllable this difficulty is 
avoided. Read either “ absurdum est, comicum aperte argu men turn 
oonfingentem vel nomen person®,” etc., or else u aperte argumentum 
ccnfingere et nomen person®/’ etc. 
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soon as instructive oomedy arose out of wounding satire, 
sprang the endeavour to indicate this general by means 
of the names. The braggart cowardly soldier was not 
named like this or that leader of this or that race, he was 
called Pyrgopolinices, Captain Wallbreaker. The miser¬ 
able sycophant who flattered him, was not called like some 
poor devil in the city, but was named Artotrogus, Crumb- 
cutter. The youth who plunges his father into debt by 
his extravagances, especially in the matter of horses, was 
not called like this or that noble citizen, he was named 
Phidippides, Master Sparehorse. 

It might be objected that such suggestive names may 
be an invention of the newer Greek comedy to whose 
poets the use of real names was gravely forbidden, and 
that Aristotle did not know this newer comedy and con¬ 
sequently oould take no cognizance of it in his rules. The 
latter is assumed by Hurd, 2 but it is as false, as it is false 

* Hurd, in his dissertation on the various provinces of the drama, 
says : “ From the account of Comedy, here given, it may appear that 
the idea of this drama is much enlarged beyond what it was in Aris¬ 
totle's time; who defines it to be an imitation of light and trivial 
actions, provoking ridicule. His notion was taken from the state and 
practice of the Athenian stage; that is from the old or middle comedy 
which answers to this description. The great revolution, which the 
introduction of the new comedy made in the drama, did not happen 
till afterwards.” But Hurd merely assumes this, in order that his 
explanation of comedy may not be exactly opposed to that of Aris¬ 
totle. Aristotle certainly lived to see the newer comedy, aud he 
especially considers it in his • Nicomachean ethics,’ where he treats of 
booming and unbecoming jokes (lib. iv. cap. 14) ISob 5* &v r ls koI f *c 
ruv Ka)fjL(p$iwv rSov nraXaiSov tca\ rwv kcuvuv. T ois fiev ydp yeXoiov rj 
cuorxpo\oyi<Xj ro?s 5e fiaWov tj vt r6voia. It might perhaps be said that 
under new comedy, middle comedy was here meant, for when there 
was no new, the middle was necessarily thus called. It might be 
added that Aristotle died in the very Olympiad in which Menander’s 
first play was performed and the very year before (Eusebius, in 
Chronico ad Olymp. cxiv. 4). But it is not correct to reckon the 
commencement of the new comedy from Menander. Menander was the 
first poet of this epoch according to poetical value, but not according 
to time. Philemon, who belongs to it, wrote much earlier, and the 
transition from middle to the new comedy was so imperceptible that 
Aristotle cannot possibly have lacked examples thereof. Even Aris¬ 
tophanes had given a sample of this genus, his ‘ Kokalos ’ was so 
constructed that Philemon oould make it his own with few alterations. 
We read in the Life of Aristophanes: Kd/caAov, iv $ c Icrdyu tydophv koX 
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that the older Greek comedy only employed real names. 
Even in those plays whose foremost and sole object it 
was to make a certain well-known person hated and 
ridiculous nearly all the other names except that of 
this person were inventions, and invented with reference 
to their standing and character. 


No. 91. 


Indeed the real names themselves we may say not un- 
frequently aimed more at the general than tne particular. 
Under the name of Sokrates, Aristophanes did not seek to 
make Sokrates ridiculous and suspicious, but all sophists 
who meddled with the education of young people. The 
dangerous sophists in general were his theme, and he only 
called this one Sokrates because Sokrates was decried as 
such an one. Hence a number of traits that did not fit 
Sokrates, so that Sokrates himself could calmly stand up 
in the theatre and offer himself for comparison. But how 
much is the nature of the comedy misapprehended, if 
these inexact traits be regarded as nothing but arbitrary 
calumnies, and not regarded as that which they are, 
enlargement of the individual characters, an elevation 
from the personal to the general. 

Here much might be said concerning the use generally 
of real names in Greek comedy, which has not been 
so exactly explained by scholars as it well merits. It 
might be noticed that this custom was by no means 
universal in older Greek comedy 1 and that only this or 


ivayvwpurpbv kcu r&AAa irdma h ifyxdxr* Mtvavbpos. Now as Aristo¬ 
phanes furnishes samples of all varieties of comedy, so Aristotle could 
adapt his explanation of oomedy from them all. He did this, and 
comedy afterwards received no enlargement for which this explanation 
became too narrow. If Hurd had rightly understood it, he would not 
have needed to have recourse to an assumed ignorance of Aristotle 
in order to place his own ideas of comedy, right enough in themselves, 
beyond the pale of all disagreement with those of Aristotle. 

i If, according to Aristotle, the scheme of oomedy is borrowed from 
the Margites of Homer, ov xj/dyov, iXXa rb ycKoiov 5pa/xaroToi^<ravTos, 
then, according to all appearance, fictitious names were introduced 
from the beginning. For Margites was probably not the real name of 
a certain person, since Mapytkrjs was more probably made from /xdpyris, 
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that poet occasionally ventures upon it, 2 and that conse¬ 
quently it cannot be regarded as a distinctive feature of 
this epoch in comedy. 3 It might be shown that when at 


than that fidpyns should have arisen from M apyelrris. We find it 
especially mentioned by various poets of older comedy that they 
refrained from all allusions, which would not have been possible with 
real names, for instance, Pherekrates. 

2 Personal satire was so little an essential feature of the older comedy, 
that we rather know that poet very well who first ventured upon 
it. It was Oratinus who first r£ xapfevrt rrjs Kw/icpSlas rb w(p£\ifiov 
Trpo<rifh}K€, robs Kcucm irpdrrotnas Stafi&k\uv, ical &<rxep Srjfiofria fidcrnyi 
rrj KVfiyMa KoXafav. Even he only ventured at first upon vulgar 
disreputable people, from whose resentment he had nothing to fear. 
Aristophanes would not be deprived of the honour of being the first to 
venture upon the great ones of the state (Ir. v. 750). 

ovk ISuSnas MpunrltTKOVs KWfMpSav, ovSe yvvaiicasj 

'HpcucXtovs dpyijv to? ()(W, Totfft fieylorots inx^lpei. 

Nay, he would even have wished to have regarded this boldness as his 
peculiar privilege. He was very jealous when he saw that so many 
other poets, whom he despised, followed him herein. 

* Which nevertheless nearly always happens. People even go further 
and try to maintain that with the real names real events were con¬ 
nected in which the invention of the poet had taken no part. Even 
Dacier says : “ Aristote n’a pu vouloir dire qu’Epicharmus et Phormis 
inventfereut lea sujets de leurs pieces, puisque fun et l’autre ont ete 
des poetes de la vieille eomddie, oh il ny avait rien de feint, et que ces 
aventures feintes ne commencerent h §tre mises sur le theatre, que du 
temps d’Alexandre le Grand, c’est-a-dire dans la nouvelle comedie 99 
(Remarque sur le chap. v. de la Poet. d’Arist.). One might really 
fanoy that any one who could say this could never even have taken a 
peep into Aristophanes. The argument, the fable of old Greek 
comedy, was as much invented as the arguments and fables of the 
moderns can be. Not one of the remaining dramas of Aristophanes 
represents an event that really occurred, and how can we say that the 
poet has not invented it because it alludes in part to real events? 
When Aristotle assumes as established Sri rbv xoirjrV ov to>v 
p.vd<av thou Set iroiirrfa fl r&v* fxirowv : would he not have been forced 
to exclude the authors of old Greek comedy from the class of poets if he 
liad believed that they had not invented the arguments of their plays ? 
But as, according to him, it may be compatible with the poetical 
invention of tragedy to borrow names and events from history, it must 
also have been the case with comedy. It cannot possibly have been 
in keeping with his notions that comedy, by using real names and 
alluding to real events, fell back into the iambic love of satire; 
rather he must have believed that ica$6\ov votth \6yovs rj fxvQovs was 
quite compatible with it. He asserts this of the older comic peels, 
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last it was strictly forbidden by law, still there always 
remained certain persons who were either expressly 
excluded from the protection of the law or else were silently 
regarded as so excluded. In the plays of Menander people 
enough were called by their real names and made ridicu¬ 
lous. 4 But I will not wander from one digression into 
another. 

I will only make the application to the real names in 
tragedy. Just as the Aristophanic Sokrates neither repre¬ 
sents nor is intended to represent the individual man of that 
name; just as this personified ideal of a vain and dangerous 
school-wisdom only gained the name of Sokrates because 
Sokrates was in part known as such a deceiver and 
tempter, in part was to become better known as such a one ; 
just as the poet was decided in his choico of the name by 
the circumstance that the name of Sokrates combined and 
should combine yet more the mere conception of character 
and position; so also the conception of character we are 
accustomed to combine with the names Kegulus, Cato, 
Brutus decided the tragic poet in giving these names to his 
personages. He introduces a Regulus, a Brutus, not to 
make us acquainted with the real adventures of these men, 
not to revive their memories, but to entertain us with such 
adventures as might and must occur to men of their 
character. Now it is true that we have abstracted this 
character from the real events of their lives, but it does 
not therefore follow that their character must lead us back 
to these events. Not rarely it will lead us far more 
briefly and naturally to quite others with which those 


Epicharraus, Phormis and Krates, and would certainly not have denied 
it to Aristophanes, even though he knew how much he had taken off 
not only Kleon and Hyperbolus, but also Perikles and Sokrates. 

4 The severity with which Plato in his ‘ Republic * interdicted that 
any one should be made ridiculous in comedy was never exercised in 
the real Republic. \ ufac *Ik6vi, dv/Mfr fxfr-* 6.v*v dvfiov, 

/xrjda/xbs (xytiva rSov iroXirwv Kcvfj.tpbf'iv.) I will not prove by citation that 
in Menander’s plays many a cynic philosopher, many a courtesan is 
mentioned by name; it might be replied that this scum of humanity 
did not belong to the citizens. But Ktesippus, the son of Chabrias, 
was certainly an Athenian citizen, as good as any, and see what 
Menander says of him (Menandri, Fr. p. 137, edit. Cl.). 
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real ones have nothing in common save that they have 
flowed from one source, but by paths that cannot be fol¬ 
lowed, and over tracts of land that have fouled their purity. 
In this case the poet will certainly prefer the fictitious to 
the real, and yet leave to his personages their real names. 
And this for a double reason; in the first place because we 
are accustomed to think of a character as it is shown in 
its generality in connexion with this name; secondly, 
because real names seem to be attached to real occurrences, 
and all that has once occurred is more credible than what 
has not occurred. The first of these reasons springs from 
the connexion in general of the Aristotelian conceptions ; 
it is fundamental, and it was not needful for Aristotle 
to dwell upon it more circumstantially. The second on 
the contrary required it, as springing from extraneous 
causes. But this lies beside my way just now, and the 
commentators in general have misunderstood it less than 
the former. 

And now to] return to Diderot’s assertion. If I may 
think that I have rightly explained Aristotle’s teaching, 
then I may also believe that my explanation has proved 
that the matter itself cannot possibly be otherwise than 
as Aristotle teaches. The characters in tragedy must be 
as general as the characters in comedy. The difference 
maintained by Diderot is imaginary, or else Diderot must 
comprehend under the generality of a character something 
quite different from what Aristotle meant thereby. 

No. 92. 

And why should not the latter be the case ? Do I not 
find that another and no less excellent critic expresses him¬ 
self in the same way as Diderot, and seems to contradict 
Aristotle almost as flatly, and yet fundamentally contra¬ 
dicts him as little, so that I must acknowledge him among 
all critics as the one who has spread most light concerning 
this matter. 

This is the English commentator on Horace’s Poetics, 
Hurd .. . Hurd has appended an essay on the various pro¬ 
vinces of drama to his commentary. For he thought that 
he had observed that up to his time only the general laws 

2 n 2 
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of this mode of poetry had been considered, without estab¬ 
lishing the limits of the various species. Yet this must 
also take place in order to pronounce a fair judgment on 
the special merits of each species. After therefore defining 
the intention of drama in general and of the three species—- 
tragedy, comedy, and farce, he deduces from their general 
and their special objects those qualities which they 
have in common as well as those which distinguish 
them. 

Among the latter he counts in regard to comedy and 
tragedy these; that a true occurrence is more suitable to 
tragedy, a fictitious one to comedy. He thus proceeds : 
“ The same genius in the two dramas is observable in 
their draught of characters. Comedy makes all characters 
general; tragedy, particular. The ‘ Avare ’ of Moliere is 
not so properly the picture of a covetous man, as of 
oovetousness itself. Kacine’s ‘ Nero ’ on the other hand is 
not a picture of cruelty, but of a cruel man.” 

Hurd seems to conclude thus. If tragedy demands a 
real occurrence, then the characters must be true, that is, 
must be constructed as they really exist in the individuals. 
If on the other hand comedy can be satisfied with fictitious 
occurrences, if probable occurrences in which characters 
can display themselves in all their range are more accept¬ 
able to it than real ones that do not permit of such wide 
scope; then its characters may and must of themselves be 
more general than they exist in nature, seeing that such 
generality assumes in our imagination a kind of entity, 
which has exactly the same relation to the real existence 
of the individual as the probable has to the actual. 

I will not now examine whether this mode of conclusion 
is not a mere circle. I will merely accept the conclusion 
as it lies and as it directly contradicts the teaching of 
Aristotle. But as I have said, it only seems so to do, as is 
demonstrated from Hurd’s extended explanation. 

He says: “ Yet here it will be proper to guard against 
two mistakes, which the principles now delivered may be 
thought to countenance. 

“ The first is with regard to tragic characters, which I 
say are particular. My meaning is, that they are more par¬ 
ticular than those of comedy. That is, the end of tragedy 
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does not require or permit the poet to draw together 5 so 
many of those characteristic circumstances which show 
the manners, as comedy. For in the former of these 
dramas, no more of character is shown, than what the 
course of the action necessarily calls forth. Whereas, all 
or most of the features, by which it is usually dis¬ 
tinguished are sought out and industriously displayed in 
the latter. 

“ The case is much the same as in portrait-painting, where 
if a great master be required to draw a particular face , 
he gives the very lineaments he finds in it; yet so far 
resembling to what he observes of the same turn in other 
faces, as not to affect any minute circumstances of peculi¬ 
arity. But if the same artist were to design a head in 
general, he would assemble together all the customary 
traits and features, anywhere observable through the 
species, which should best express the idea, whatever it 
was, he had conceived in his own mind and wanted to 
exhibit in the picture. 

“ There is much the same difference between the two 
sorts of dramatic portraits. Whence it appears that in 
calling the tragic character particular , I suppose it only 
less representative of the kind than the comic, not that the 
draught of so much character as it is concerned to repre¬ 
sent shall not be general , the contrary of which I have 
asserted and explained at large elsewhere. 1 

“ Next I have said, the characters of just comedy are 
general . And this I explain by the instance of the 
4 Avare ’ of Moli&re which conforms more to the idea of 
avarice , than to that of the real avaricious man. But here 
again, the reader will not understand me, as saying this in 
the strict sense of the words. I even think Moliere faulty 
in the instance given; though, with some necessary 
explanation, it may well enough serve to express my 
meaning. 

1 At the words in Horace’s ‘Poetics’: “Respicere exemplar vit® 
mommque jubebo Doctum imitatorem, et veras hiDC ducere voces,” where 
Hurd shows that the truth here demanded by Horace means such an 
expression as conforms to the general nature of things, while falsehood 
means that which, however suitable to the particular instance in view, 
does yet not correspond to such general nature. 
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“ The view of the comic scene being to delineate charac¬ 
ters, this end, I suppose, will be attained most perfectly, 
by making these characters as universal as possible. For 
thus the person shown in the drama being the representa¬ 
tive of all characters of the same kind, famishes in the 
highest degree the entertainment of humour . But then 
this universality must be such as agrees not to our idea of 
the possible effects of the character as conceived in the 
abstract, but to the actual exertion of its powers, which 
experience justifies and common life allows. Moli&re, and 
before him Plautus, had offended in this; that for a picture 
of the avaricious man , they presented us with a fantastic, 
unpleasing draught of the passion of avarice . I call this a 
phantastic draught because it hath no archetype in nature. 
And it is, farther, an unpleasing one for, being the delinea¬ 
tion of a simple passion unmixed it wanted all those 

“ ‘ Lights and shades, whose well accorded strife 
Gives all the strength and colour of our life.’ 

All these lights and shades (as the poet finely calls the 
intermixture of many passions, which, with the leading or 
principal ones form the human character) must be blended 
together in every picture of dramatic manners, because 
the avowed business of the drama is to image real life. 
Yet the draught of the leading passion must be as general 
as this strife in nature permits, in order to express the 
intended character more perfectly.” 

No. 93. 

“ All which again is easily illustrated in the instance of 
painting. In portraits of character , as we may call those 
that give a picture of the manners , the artist, if he be of 
real ability, will not go to work on the possibility of an 
abstract idea. All he intends, is to show that some one 
quality predominates; and this he images strongly, and by 
such signatures as are most conspicuous in the operation 
of the leading passion . And when he hath done this, we 
may, in common speech or in compliment, if we please, to 
his art, say of such a portrait that it images to us not the 
man but the passion ; just as the ancients observed of the 
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famous statue of Apollodorus by Silarion, that it expressed 
not the angry Apollodorus , but his passion of anger. 1 
But by this must be understood only that he has well 
expressed the leading parts of the designed character. 
For the rest he treats his subject as he would any other; 
that is, he represents the concomitant affections , or considers 
merely that general symmetry and proportion which are 
expected in a human figure. And this is to copy nature, 
which affords no specimen of a man turned all into a 
single passion. No metamorphosis could be more strange 
or incredible. Yet portraits of this vicious taste are the 
admiration of common starers, who, if they find a picture 
of a miser for instance (as there is no oommoner subject of 
moral portraits) in a collection, where every muscle is 
strained, and feature hardened into the expression of this 
idea, never fail to profess their wonder and approbation of 
it. On this idea of excellence, Le Brun’s book of the 
Passions must be said to contain a set of the unjustest 
moral portraits . And the characters of Theophrastus might 
be recommended, in a dramatic view, as preferable to 
those of Terence. 

“ The virtuosi in the fine arts would certainly laugh at 
the former of these judgments. But the latter, I suspect, 
will not be thought so extraordinary. At least if one may 
guess from the practice of some of our best comic writers 
and the success which such plays have commonly met with. 
It were easy to instance in almost all plays of character. 
But if the reader would see the extravagance of building 
dramatic manners on abstract ideas, in its full light, he 
needs only turn to Ben Jonson’s ‘ Every Man out of his 
Humour ’; 2 which under the name of the play of character 

1 “ Non hominem ex sere fecit, sed iracundiam.”—Plin. xxxiv. 8. 

* Ben Jonson has named two comedies after “humour,” the one 
‘Every Man in his Humour,’ the other ‘Every Man out of his 
Humour.' The word “humour” had come up in his time, and was 
misused in the most absurd manner. This abuse, as well as its real 
meaning, he expresses in the following lines:— 

“ As when some one peculiar quality 
Doth so possess a man, that it doth draw 
All his affects, his spirits, and his powers, 

In their constructions, all to run one way, 

This may be truly said to be a humour. [But 



472 


LESSING 8 PROSE WORKS. 


[No. 93. 


is in fact, an unnatural, and, as the painters call it, heard 
delineation of a group of simply existing passions , wholly 
chimerical, and unlike to anything we observe in the 
commerce of real life. Yet this comedy has always had 
its admirers. And 'Randolph in particular, was so taken 
with the design, that he seems to have formed his Muse's 
looking-glass in express imitation of it. 

“ Shakespeare, we may observe, is in this as in all the 
other more essential beauties of the drama, a perfect model. 

If the discerning reader peruse attentively his comedies 
with this view, he will find his best-marked characters dis¬ 
coursing through a great deal of their parts just like any 
other, and only expressing their essential and leading 
qualities occasionally, and as circumstances concur to give I 
an easy exposition to them. This singular excellence of 
his comedy was the effect of his copying faithfully after 
nature, and of the force and vivacity of his genius, which 


But that a rook by wearing a pied feather, 

The sable hatband, or the three-piled ruff, 

A yard of shoe-tye, or the Switzer’s knot 
On his French garters should affect a humour! 

Oh! it is more than most ridiculous.” 

In the history of Humour, therefore, these two plays of Jonson are 
important documents, and the second even more than the first. The 
humour we now especially ascribe to the English was then chie'fly 
affectation, and it was notably to make this affectation ludicrous that 
Jonson depicted humour. To take the matter accurately, only such 
affected humour, never the real thing, should form the theme of a 
comedy. For only the desire to be distinguished from others, to be 
remarkable through some peculiarity, is a general human weakness, 
which, according to the nature of the means chosen, can be very 
absurd or very culpable. But that whereby Nature herself, or a long- 
continued habit that has become second nature, marks out an in¬ 
dividual man from all others, is far too special to accord with 
the general philosophical intentions of the drama. The overladen 
humour in many English plays might consequently form their dis¬ 
tinctive, but not their best feature. It is certain that not a trace of 
humour is found in the drama of the ancients. The old dramatic* 
poets, indeed the old poets in general, possessed the artistic secret of 
individualising their characters without the aid of humour. The old 
historians and orators certainly evince humour now and then, when 
for instance historical truth or the exposition of certain facts demands 
an accurate description Ka $’ iKaarov. . . . 
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made him attentive to what the progress of the scene suc¬ 
cessively presented to him; whilst imitation and inferior 
talents occasion little writers to wind themselves up into 
the habit of attending perpetually to their main view and 
a solicitude to keep their favourite characters in constant 
play and agitation. Though in this illiberal exercise of 
their wit, they may be said to use the persons of their drama 
as a certain facetious sort do their acquaintance , whom they 
urge and tease with their civilities, not to give them a 
reasonable share in the conversation, but to force them to 
play tricks for the diversion of the company.” 

No. 94. 

So much for the generality of the comic character and 
the limits of this generality, according to Hurd’s idea! 
But it will still be necessary to quote the second passage, 
where he tells us he has explained in how far the tragic 
characters, though they are only particular, yet partake 
of a generality, before we can draw any conclusion whether, 
and how far, Hurd agrees with Diderot and both agree 
with Aristotle. 

“ Truth in poetry, means such an expression, as conforms 
to the general nature of things; falsehood , that, which 
however suitable to the particular instance in view, doth 
yet not correspond to such general nature . To attain to 
this truth of expression in dramatic poetry, two things are 
prescribed: first, a diligent study of the Socratic philo¬ 
sophy, and secondly, a masterly knowledge and compre¬ 
hension of human life. The first, because it is the peculiar 
distinction of that school: ad veritatem vitce propius accedere 
(Cic. de Orat. lib. 1, c. 51) and the latter, as rendering the 
imitation more universally striking. This will be under¬ 
stood in reflecting that truth may he followed too closely in 
works of imitation; as is evident in two respects. For first, 
the artist, when he would give a copy of nature, may 
confine himself too scrupulously to the exhibition of 
particulars, and so fail of representing the general idea of 
the kind. Or, second, in applying himself to give the 
general idea, he may collect it from an enlarged view of 
real life, whereas it were still better taken from the nobler 
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conception of it as subsisting only in the mind . This last 
is the kind of censure we pass upon the Flemish school of 
painting, which takes its model from real nature, and not, 
as the Italian, from the contemplative idea of beauty. 
The former corresponds to that other fault objected also to 
the Flemish masters, which consists in their copying from 
particular, odd and grotesque nature in contradistinction 
to general and graceful nature. 

“We see then that in deviating from particular and 
partial, the poet more faithfully imitates universal truth. 
And thus an answer occurs to that refined argument 
which Plato invented and urged, with such seeming com¬ 
placency, against poetry . It is that poetical imitation is at 
a great distance from truth . “ Poetical expression,” says the 

philosopher, “ is the copy of the poet’s own conceptions; 
the poet’s conception of things, and things, of the standing 
archetype, as existing in the divine mind. Thus the poet’s 
expression, is a copy at third hand, from the primary, 
original truth ” (Plato, de Rep. lib. x.). Now the diligent 
study of this rule of the poet obviates this reasoning at 
once. For, by abstracting from existences all that pecu¬ 
liarly respects and discriminates the individual , the poet’s 
conception, afc it were neglecting the intermediate parti¬ 
cular objects, catches, as far as may be, and reflects the 
divine archetypal idea and so becomes itself the copy or 
image of truth. Hence too we are taught the force of that 
unusual encomium on poetry by the great critic, that it is 
something more severe and philosophical than history , <f>i\ocra- 

<t><tiT€pOV Kdl (TTTOvSaLOTepOV 7 TOLrjfTlS LCTTOpLCLS COTlV. The T©aSOn 

follows, which is now very intelligible ; fj. /xev yap irovqo-a; 
paWov ra KaOoXov rj 8’ loTopia ra Kaff hcaorov Aeya (Poetics 
cap. 9). And this will further explain an essential 
difference, as we are told, between the two great rivals of 
the Greek stage. Sophokles, in return to such as objected 
a want of truth in his characters, used to plead, that he 
drew men such as they ought to be, Euripides such as they were— 
2o</>ok\t)s €<f>r) avros pev olovs Set ttoicZv, EyptwlSys 8c oioc curt 
(Poetics, cap. 25). The meaning of which is, Sophokles 
from his more extended commerce with mankind, had 
enlarged and widened the narrow, partial conception, 
arising from the contemplation of particular characters, 
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into a complete comprehension of the kind. Whereas the 
philosophic Euripides, having been mostly conversant in 
the academy, when he came to look into Hfe, keeping his 
eye too intent on single, really existing personages, sunk 
the kind in the individual; and so painted his characters 
naturally indeed, and truly , with regard to the objects in 
view, but sometimes without that general and universally 
striking likeness, which is demanded to the full exhibition 
of poetical truth. 1 

“ But here an objection meets us, which must not be 
overlooked. It will be said, “ that philosophic speculations 
are more likely to render men’s views abstract and general 
than to confine them to individuals. This latter is a fault 
arising from the small number of objects men happen to 
contemplate: and may be removed not only by taking a 
view of many particulars , which is knowledge of the 
world ; but also by reflecting on the general nature of men, 
as it appears in good books of morality. For the writers 
of such books form their general notion of human nature 
from an extensive experience (either their own or that of 
others) without which their writings are of no value.” 
The answer, I think, is this. By reflecting on the general 
nature of man the philosopher learns what is the tenor of 
action arising from the predominancy of certain qualities 
or properties: i.e, in general, what that conduct is, which 

1 This explanation is greatly to be preferred to that which Dacier 
gives of this passage in Aristotle. It is true that according to the 
wording of the translation, Dacier seems to say exactly what Hurd 
says; “que Sophocle faisait ses hlros, comme ils devaient etre et 
qu’Euripide les faisait comme ils 6taient.” But in reality he combines 
an entirely different idea with it. Hurd understands in the expression 
‘ as they should be,’ the general abstract idea of kind, according to 
which the poet must depict his personages, rather than according to 
their individual peculiarities. But Dacier understands by this a 
higher moral perfection, such as man is able to attain, although he 
seldom attains it, and it is this, he says, with which Sophokles gene¬ 
rally endowed his personages. “ Sophocle tacliait de rendre ses imita¬ 
tions parfaites, en suivant toujours bien plus ce qu’une belle nature 6tait 
capable de faire, que ce qu’elle faisait.” But it is just this higher 
moral perfection that does not belong to the general idea, it pertains to 
the individual, but not to the kind, and therefore the poet who 
endows his personages with it, is really representing them rather in 
the manner of Euripides than in that of Sophokles. The further 
treatment of this matter deserves more than a note. 
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the imputed character requires. But to perceive clearly 
and certainly, how far, and with what degree of strength 
this or that character will, on particular occasions, most 
probably show itself, this is the fruit only of a knowledge 
of the world. Instances of a want of this knowledge can¬ 
not be supposed frequent in such a writer as Euripides; 
nor, when they occur, so glaring as to strike a common 
reader. They are niceties, which can only be discerned 
by the true critic; and even to him, at this distance of 
time, from an ignorance of the Greek manners, that may 
possibly appear a fault, which is a real beauty. It would 
therefore be dangerous to think of pointing out the places, 
which Aristotle might believe liable to this censure in 
Euripides. I will however presume to mention one, which, 
if not justly criticised, will, at least, serve to illustrate 
my meaning. 


No. 95. 

“ The story of his ‘ Electra * is well known. The poet 
had to paint in the character of this princess, a virtuous, 
but fierce resentful woman; stung by a sense of personal 
ill-treatment, and instigated to the revenge of a father’s 
death, by still stronger motives. A disposition of this 
warm temperament, it might be concluded by the philo¬ 
sopher in his closet, would be prompt to show itself. 
Electra would, on any proper occasion, be ready to vow 
her resentment, as well as to forward the execution of her 
purpose. But to what lengths would this resentment go ? 
i.e. what degree of fierceness might Electra express, 
without affording occasion to a person widely skilled in 
mankind and the operation of the passions, to say, “ This 
is improbable ” ? Here abstract theories will be of little 
service. Even a moderate acquaintance with real Hfe will 
be unable to direct us. Many individuals may have 
fallen under observation, that will justify the poet in 
carrying the expression of such a resentment to any 
extreme. History would perhaps furnish examples, in 
which a virtuous resentment hath been carried even 
further than is here represented by the poet. What way 
then of determining the precise bounds and limits of it ? 
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Only by observing in numerous instances, i.e. from a large 
extensive knowledge of practical life, bow far it usually, 
in such characters, and under such circumstances, prevails. 
Hence a difference of representation will arise in propor¬ 
tion to the extent of that knowledge . Let us now see how 
the character before us, hath in fact, been managed by 
Euripides. 

In that fine scene, which passes between Electra and 
Orestes, whom as yet she suspects not to be her brother, 
the conversation very naturally turns upon Electra’s 
distresses, and the author of them, Clytemnestra, as well 
as on her hopes of deliverance from them by the means of 
Orestes. The dialogue upon this proceeds:— 

Or. What then of Orestes, were he to return to this 
Argos? 

El. Ah! wherefore that question, when there is no 
prospect of his return at all ? 

Or. But supposing he should return, how would he go 
about to revenge the death of his father? 

El. In the same way, in which that father suffered 
from the daring attempts of his enemies. 

Or. And would you then dare to undertake with him 
the murder of your mother ? 

El. Yes, with that very steel, with which she murdered 
my father. 

Or. And am I at liberty to relate this to your brother, 
as your fixed resolution? 

El. I desire only to live, till I have murdered my 
mother. 

The Greek is still stronger. 

OaVOlfU, fJLTJTpOS alfA CTTMT^KX^aO’’ ifJLrjs. 

May I die, as soon as I have murdered my mother! 

Now that this last sentence is absolutely unnatural, will 
not be pretended. There have been doubtless many 
examples, under the like circumstances, of an expression 
of revenge carried thus far. Yet, I think, we can hardly 
help being a little shocked at the fierceness of this expres¬ 
sion. At least Sophokles has not thought fit to carry it 
to that extreme. In him, Electra contents herself with 
saying to Orestes, on a similar occasion:— 
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“ The conduct of this affair now rests upon you. Only 
let me observe this to you, that, had I been left alone, I 
would not have failed in one of these two purposes, either 
to deliver myself gloriously, or to perish gloriously.” 

“ Whether this representation of Sophokles be not more 
agreeable to truth as collected from wide observation: i.e. 
from human nature at large, than that of Euripides, the 
capable reader will judge. If it be the reason I suppose 
to have been, that Sophokles painted his characters such 
as, attending to numerous instances of the same kind, he 
would conclude they ought to be; Euripides, such, as a 
narrower sphere of observation had persuaded him they 
were.” 

Most excellent! Even regardless of my intention in 
quoting these long passages from Hurd they unquestion¬ 
ably contain so many subtle observations, that my readers 
will probably relieve me from making any excuses on the 
score of this interpolation. I am only afraid lest over it 
he should have lost sight of my intention. It was this: 
to show that Hurd also, like Diderot, accorded particular 
characters to tragedy and general ones to comedy, and 
yet nevertheless did not wish to contradict Aristotle, who 
demands the generality of all poetic characters and 
consequently also of the tragic ones. Hurd thus explains 
himself: the' tragic character must be particular, or 
rather less general than the comic, i.e. it must be less 
representative of its kind, while at the same time the 
little that it is deemed well to show of it, must be con¬ 
ceived according to the generality demanded by Aristotle . 1 

Now comes the question whether Diderot also -wishes to 
be thus understood ? And why not, if he desires to be 
found nowhere in contradiction to Aristotle ? It may be 
permitted to me who am concerned that two thinking 
heads should not say Yes and No about the same matter, 
to foist this exposition upon Diderot, to lend him this 
subterfuge. 

But rather let me say another word about this subter¬ 
fuge. It seems to me an evasion and yet no evasion. For 

1 In calling the tragic character particular , I suppose it only less 
representative of the kind than the comic, not that the draught of so 
much character as it is concerned to represent should not be general. 
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obviously the word general is taken in a double and quite 
different sense. The one in which Hurd and Diderot 
deny it to tragic characters, is not the same in which 
Hurd assents to it for them. Certainly the subterfuge 
just rests on this; but how if the one exactly excludes 
the other ? 

In the first sense a general character means a character 
in which what has been observed in one or more indi¬ 
viduals, is welded together; in a word, an overladen 
character. It is more the personified idea of a character 
than a characterized person. In the other sense a general 
character means a charaqter in which a certain average, a 
certain mean proportion has been taken from many or all 
individuals; in a word a common character, not in so far 
as concerns the character itself but in as far as the degree 
and measure of the same is common. 

Hurd is quite right in explaining Aristotle’s KaOoXov 
as generality in the second sense. But if Aristotle 
demands this generality as well from the comic as the 
tragic characters, how is it possible that the same charac¬ 
ter can also possess the other generality? How is it 
possible that it should at the same time be overladen and 
common ? And even granted it were not nearly as over¬ 
laden as the characters in the censured play of Jonson’s, 
granted it might still represent an individual, and that 
examples really existed that it showed itself as strongly 
and consistently in some human beings; would it not 
therefore be yet more uncommon than is permitted by the 
Aristotelian generality ? 

This is the difficulty ! I here remind my readers that 
these sheets are to contain anything rather than a 
dramatic system. I am therefore not bound to resolve all 
the difficulties I raise. My thoughts may seem less and 
less connected, may even seem to contradict themselves, 
what matter if only they are thoughts amid which may 
be found matter for individual thinking! I only want 
here to scatter Fermenta cognitionis . 
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On the fifty-second evening Herr Romanus’s 4 Brothers* 
was repeated. 

Or rather I should say the 4 Brothers * of Herr Bomanus. 
Donatus remarks on the occasion of the ‘Brothers* by 
Terence: “Hanc dicunt fabulam secundo loco actam, 
etiam turn rudi nomine poet®; itaque sic pronunciatam, 
Adelphoi Terenti, non Terenti Adelphoi, quod adhuc 
magis de fabulse nomine poeta, quam de poet® nomine 
fabula commendabatur.*’ Herr Romanus has issued his 
comedies without his name, but his name has got known 
by their means. Those plays of his that have kept their 
place on our boards are a recommendation to his name, 
which is named in provinces in Germany where without 
them it would never have been heard. What ill-fate 
kept this man from continuing his labours for the stage 
until the plays had ceased to commend his name and his 
name commended the plays instead! 

The most of what we Germans possess in the domain of 
belles-lettres are attempts by young people. Indeed, the 
prejudice is almost universal among us that it only befits 
young people to labour in this field. Men, it is said, 
have more serious studies, more important business to 
'which Church or State invites them. Verses and 
comedies are named playthings; it is possible that they 
are not useless exercises with which we may occupy 
ourselves up to at most our twenty-fifth year. As soon 
as we approach manhood we ought carefully to dedicate 
all our strength to a useful profession. If this profession 
leaves us a little time wherein to write something, still 
we ought to write nothing but what can coexist with 
its gravity and its civic dignity; a neat compendium of 
the higher faculties, a good chronicle of our dear native 
town, an edifying sermon and such like. 

Thence it arises that our belles-lettres have such a 
youthful, ay a childish appearance compared with, I will 
not say, the literature of the ancients, but even com¬ 
pared with that of all modem educated nations, and that 
they will long, long retain it. It is not actually wanting 
in blood and life, in colour and fire, but power and nerves, 
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marrow and bones are greatly lacking. It has as yet so 
few works which a man, practised in thinking, cares to 
take up, when he wishes for once to think for his recrea¬ 
tion and invigoration, outside the uniform tedious circle 
of his daily occupations. What nourishment can such a 
man find, for instance, in our most puerile comedies? 
Puns, proverbs, jokes that can be heard daily in the 
streets, such stuff may cause laughter in the pit that 
enjoys itself as best it can, but whoever desires to be 
amused beyond mere titillaticm, whoever wishes to laugh 
with his reason, he goes to the theatre once and never 
goes again. 

Who has nothing, can give nothing. A young man 
just entering upon the world himself, cannot possibly 
know and depict the world* The greatest comic genius 
shows itself empty and hollow in its youthful works; 
Plutarch 1 even sayB of the first plays of Menander that 
they are not to be compared with his later and better 
plays. And he adds that we may thence conclude what 
he would still have produced had he lived longer. And 
how young is it supposed that Menander died? How 
many comedies is it supposed that he had already written ? 
Not less than a hundred and five and not younger than 
fifty-two. 

None of all our deceased comic poets, who are worth 
naming lived to that age; none of those now living are 
as yet so old; none of either have written a fourth part 
as many plays. And should not criticism have the same 
to say concerning them which it has just said of Menan¬ 
der ? Let her only venture and speak out. 

But it is not only the authors who listen with dis¬ 
pleasure. We have now, Heaven be praised, a generation 
of critics whose highest criticism consists in making all 
criticism suspicious. They vociferate: “ Genius ! Genius! 
Genius overcomes all rules! What genius produces are 
rules! ” Thus they flatter genius; I fancy in order that 
they too may be held geniuses. But they too evidently 
betray that they do not feel a spark of it in themselves, 

1 ’Eirtr. rrjs <rvytcpl<rt»s * A purr, icol Mtvdy. p. 1588. Ed. Hear. 
Stephani. 

VOL. HI. 2 I 
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when they add in one and the same breath: “Rules 
oppress genius/* As if genius could be oppressed by 
anything in the world! And yet more by something 
that, as they themselves admit, is deduced from it. Not 
every critic is a genius; but every genius is a bom critic. 
He has the proof of all rules within himself. He 
comprehends, remembers and follows only those that 
express his feelings in words. And these his feelings 
expressed in words should be able to limit his activity ? 
Reason with him about this as much as you will, he only 
understands you in so far as he recognises your general 
axioms in a momentarily objective case, and he only 
remembers this particular case, and during work this 
affects his powers neither more nor less than the remem¬ 
brance of a felicitous example or of an individual 
experience would do. To maintain therefore that rules 
and criticism can oppress genius, means to maintain in 
other words, that example and practice can do this; 
means not only limiting genius to itself but even to its 
first attempts. 

These wise gentlemen know as little what they want 
when they lament so amusingly over the unfavourable 
impression which criticism makes on the public. They 
would like to persuade us that no one any longer thinks 
a butterfly bright and beautiful since the large magnify¬ 
ing glass has shown us that these colours are but dust. 

“ Our theatre,” they say, “ is yet of too tender an age 
to bear the monarchical sceptre of criticism. It is almost 
more needful to show the means how the ideal can be 
attained than to demonstrate how far we are still removed 
from that ideal. The stage must reform by examples, not 
by rules. It is easier to reason than to invent.” 

Now does that mean clothing ideas in words, or does it 
not rather mean seeking thoughts to put to words and 
finding none ? And who are they after all, who talk so 
much of examples and invention ? What examples have 
they furnished? What have they invented? The 
ounning fellows! When examples come before them for 
judgment they wish for rules; and if they are to judge 
rules, then they would rather have examples. Instead of 
proving that a criticism is false, they demonstrate that it 
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is too severe and then think they have neutralized it. 
Instead of confuting a line of argument, they note that 
invention is harder than reasoning and think they have 
confuted it! 

Whoever reasons rightly, invents, and whoever desires 
to invent must be able to reason. Only those who are 
not fitted for either believe that they can separate the 
one from the other. 

But why do I detain myself over these chatterers ? I 
will go my way and remain regardless of what the grass¬ 
hoppers chirp by the roadside. Even a step aside to 
crush them is too much honour. The end of their 
summer is not long to await. 

Therefore, without further introduction, to the com¬ 
ments I promised to make on the occasion of the first 
representation of Herr Romanus’s 4 Brothers/ The prin¬ 
cipal of these will relate to the changes he deemed it 
needful to make in Terence’s fable, in order to bring it 
nearer to our manners. 

What indeed can be said in general as to the necessity 
of such changes? If we find so little objection to see 
Roman or Greek customs depicted in tragedy, why not 
also in comedy? Whence the rule, if it is a rule, to 
place the scene of the one in a distant land, among a 
strange people, and to place the other in our homes? 
Whence the necessity, which we impose on the poet, of 
depicting in the former as accurately as may be the 
manners of the people among whom his action takes place, 
when we only demand in the latter that our own manners 
be depicted by him ? Pope says of this, that on first 
sight, this appears mere obstinacy, mere whim, but that 
it has its reason in nature. What we chiefly seek in 
comedy is a faithful picture of common life, of whose 
fidelity, however, we cannot be so easily assured if we see 
it disguised in strange fashions and customs. In tragedy 
on the other hand, it is the action that chiefly attracts 
our attention, and in order to use a native event for the 
stage we should have to take greater liberties with the 
action, than a well-known history permits. 


2 i 2 
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This solution, strictly speaking, might not prove satis¬ 
factory in all plays. For admitting that foreign manners 
do not meet the requirements of comedy as well as native 
ones, the question remains whether native manners do not 
bear a better relation to the intention of tragedy than 
foreign ones? This question is not answered by the 
difficulty of making a iiative event serviceable for the 
stage without too marked and offensive changes. True, 
native manners demand native events, but if with these 
tragedy attained its aim more easily and certainly, then 
it ought to be better to surmount all the difficulties that i 
stand in the way of this treatment than to fall short of 
the essential intention which is unquestionably its aim. 
Neither will all native events demand such marked and 
offensive changes, and we are not obliged to treat of those 
that require them. Aristotle has already remarked that 
there can and may be events that have occurred exactly in 
the manner the poet requires. Since such however are 
rare, he has decided that the poet should trouble himself 
less about the minority among his spectators who are 
perhaps instructed concerning the exact circumstances, 
than about discharging his duty. 

The advantage possessed by native customs in comedy 
rests on the intimate acquaintance we have with them. 
The poet does not first need to acquaint us with them; he 
is therefore relieved from all requisite descriptions and 
hints, he can at once let his personages act in accord¬ 
ance with their customs without first having tediously 
to describe these customs. Native oustoms therefore 
facilitate his labour and enhance the illusion of the 
spectator. 

Now wherefore should the tragio poet resign this 
important double advantage? He too has reason to 
facilitate his labour as much as may be, and not to 
squander his strength on side issues but to husband it for 
the main object. For him too all depends on the illusion 
of the spectator. It may be replied that tragedy does 
not greatly need customs, that it can completely dispense 
with them. But in that case it does not need foreign 
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customs, and of the little it desires to have and to show 
of customs, it will still be better if these are taken from 
native customs rather than from foreign ones. 

The Greeks at least never based either their comedies 
or their tragedies on any customs but their own. They 
rather preferred to lend foreign peoples their Greek 
customs when they drew the material of their tragedies 
from abroad, than to endanger stage effect by incompre¬ 
hensible barbaric customs. They laid little or no weight 
on costume—which is so anxiously regarded by our tragic 
poets. The proof of this can manifestly be shown in the 
4 Persian Women ’ of ^Eschylus, and the reason why they 
held themselves so little bound by costume is easily to be 
deduced from the intention of tragedy. 

But I am plunging too far into that portion of the 
problem which just now ooncems me the least. Now 
when I insist that native customs would be more con¬ 
formable with tragedy than foreign ones, I assume that 
they unquestionably are so in oomedy. And if they are 
so, or if I at least believe that they are so, then I cannot 
do otherwise than approve the changes which Herr 
Bomanus made with this intention in the play of Terence. 

He was right to transform a fable in which such speci¬ 
fically Greek and Boman customs are so intimately inter¬ 
woven. The example only retains its power by means of 
its inherent probability, which every one judges by what 
is most familiar to him. All application falls away if we 
have first to place ourselves in strange surroundings with 
an effort. But such a transformation is no easy matter. 
The more perfect the fable, the less can the smallest part 
of it be changed without destroying the whole. And 
woe if we then content ourselves with patches instead of 
transforming in the real sense of the word! 

Nos. 101, 102,103, and 104. 

Numbers a hundred and first to fourth ? I had intended 
that the yearly issue of these papers should consist of a 
hundred numbers. Fifty-two weeks—two numbers a week 
makes certainly a hundred and four. But why, among 
all workmen, should the weekly journalist be the only 
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one to have no holidays ? And only four in a whole year, 
that is not too much I 

But Dodsley and Company 1 have expressly promised, a 
hundred and four numbers to the public in my name. I 
must therefore not make these good people liars. 

The only question is how am I best to set about it? 
My material is already cut out, I shall have to patch or to 
enlarge. But that sounds so bungling. There occurs to 
me,—what should have occurred to me at once,—that 
habit of the actors to let a little play succeed their chief 
representation. The play may deal with what it likes 
and need not stand in the least connexion with the pre¬ 
ceding. Such an after-play then may fill these pages which 
I had intended to have spared to myself. 

First a word concerning myself. For why should not 
an after-play have a prologue, beginning with a “ Poeta 
cum primum animum ad scribendum appulit ”? When a 
year and a day ago some good folk in this place conceived 
the idea of trying whether something more could not be 
done for the German theatre, than could be done under 
the management of a so-called director, I do not know 
how it was that they thought of me and dreamed that I 
could be useful to such an undertaking. I was just 
standing idly in the market-place, no one wanted to hire 
me, beyond doubt because no one knew how to use me 
until these friends came. Until now all occupations of 
my life have been very indifferent to me; I have never 
pushed myself into any or offered myself, but neither have 
1 ever refused even the most insignificant to which I felt 
myself drawn by any kind of predilection. 

Whether I would concur in the foundation of the local 
theatre? to this I could reply easily. My only reasons 
for hesitation were these, whether I could, and how I 
could best do so ? 

I am neither actor nor poet. 

It is true that I have sometimes had the honour of 
being taken for the latter, but only because I have been 
misunderstood. It is not right to draw such liberal 

1 [The assumed name of the piratical reprinters of Lessing’s journal. 
—Tr.] 
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inferences from the few dramatic attempts I have ventured. 
Not every one who takes up a brush and lays on colours 
is a painter. The earliest of my attempts were made at 
that time of life when we are but too apt to regard incli¬ 
nation and facility as genius. What is tolerable in my 
later attempts is due, as I am well aware, simply and solely 
to criticism. 1 do not feel within myself the living spring 
that works itself out of its native strength and breaks 
forth out of its own strength into such rich, fresh, clear 
streams. I must force everything out of myself by 
pressure and pipes. I should be poor, cold, shortsighted 
if I had not learnt in a measure to borrow foreign treasures, 
to warm myself at foreign fires and to strengthen my eyes 
by the glasses of art. I am therefore always ashamed or 
annoyed when I hear or read anything in disparagement 
of criticism. It is said to suppress genius, and I flattered 
myself that I had gained from it something very nearly 
approaching to genius. I am a lame man who cannot 
possibly be edified by abuse of his crutch. 

But certainly like the crutch which helps the lame man 
to move from one place to another and yet cannot make 
him a runner, so it is with criticism. If by its aid I can 
produce something which is better than another who has 
my talents would make without it, yet it costs me much 
time, I must be free from all other occupations, must not 
be interrupted by arbitrary distractions, I must have all 
my learning at hand, I must be able calmly to recollect at 
every point all the observations I have ever made re¬ 
garding customs and passions. Hence for a workman who 
is to furnish a theatre with novelties, no one could be 
worse suited than I. 

Consequently I shall take care to refrain from doing for 
the German theatre what Goldoni did for the Italian, to 
enrich it in one year with thirteen new plays. Yes, I 
should leave that alone even if I could do it. I am more 
suspicious of first thoughts than even John de la Casa or 
old Shandy 2 could be. For even if I do not hold them to 

* “An opinion John de la Casa, Archbishop of Benevento, was 
afflicted with, which opinion was, that whenever a Christian was 
writing a book (not for his private amusement, but) where his intent 
and purpose was bond fide to print and publish it to the world, his 
first thoughts were always the temptations of the evil one. My father 
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be temptations of the evil one, either of the real or the 
allegorical devil, I still think that first thoughts are the 
first and that the best does not even in all soups swim on 
the top. My first thoughts are certainly not better by a 
hair’s-breadth than anybody’s first thoughts and anybody’s 
first thoughts had best be kept in the background. 

At last they hit upon the plan to use that in me which 
makes me such a slow, or as my more energetic friends 
deem, such a lazy workman; criticism. And thus arose 
the idea of these papers. 

It pleased me, this idea. It reminded me of the Didas- 
kalia of the Greeks, i.e. of the short notices of the kind 
which even Aristotle thought it worth while to write on the 
plays of the Greek stage. It reminded me how, a long 
time ago, I had laughed over the highly learned Casaubon 
who, from sheer reverence for the solid in scholarship, 
conceived that Aristotle’s chief aim in these Didaskalia 
had been the rectification of chronology. 3 For in very 
truth it would have been an everlasting disgrace to Aris¬ 
totle if he had concerned himself more with the poetical 
value of plays, with the influence of customs, with the 
education of taste, than with the Olympiads, than with 
the years of the Olympiads and with the names of the 
archons under which they were first performed. 

I had had the intention of calling my journal the ‘ Ham¬ 
burg Didaskalia.’ But the title sounded too foreign and 
now I am very glad I preferred the present one. What I 
chose to bring or not to bring into a Dramaturgy, rested 
with me; at least Lione Allacoi could not prescribe to me. 


was hugely pleased with this theory of John de la Casa, and (had it 
not cramped him a little in his creed) I believe would have given ten 
of the best acres in the Shandy estate to have been the broacher of it; 
but as he could not have the honour of it in the literal sense of the 
doctrine, he took up with the allegory of it. ‘ Prejudice of education,' 
he would say,‘is the devil,' &c.” (‘Life and Opinions of Tristram 
Shandy,' vol. v. p. 74 ). 

* Animadv. in Athenaeum, lib. vi. oap. 7 : AtllcuncaXia accipitor 
pro eo scripto, quo explicatur ubi, quando, quomodo et quo eventu 
fttbula aliqua fuerit acta.—Quantum eritioi hac diligentia veteres 
chronologos adjuverint, soli aestimabunt illi, qui norunt quam infirma 
et tenuia praesidia habuerint, qui ad ineundam fugacis temporis rationem 
primi animum appulerunt. Ego non dubito, eo potissimum speetasse 
Aristotelem, cum 8i8a<TKa\ias suae oomponeret. 
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But the learned think they know what a Didaskalia 
should be like, if only from the extant Didaskalia of 
Terence which this same Casaubon calls breviter et eleganter 
mriptas. I had no inclination to write my Didaskalia 
either so briefly or so elegantly, and our contemporaneous 
Casaubons would have excellently shaken their heads when 
they found how rarely I touched upon any chronological 
circumstance that could at some future period throw fight 
on an historical fact when millions of other books should 
be lost. They would have searched and to their astonish¬ 
ment not found, in my pages, what year of Louis XIY. or 
XY. first saw such or such a French masterpiece per¬ 
formed, whether at Paris or Versailles, in presence of 
princes of the blood or not in the presence of princes of 
the blood. 

What else these papers were to have been, concerning 
this I explained myself in my preface; what they have 
really become, this my readers know. Not wholly that 
which I promised to make them, something different and 
yet I think nothing worse. 

They Were to accompany every step which the art of 
the poet as well as the actor should take here. 

Of the second half I was very soon weary. We have 
actors but no mimetic art. If in past times there was 
such an art, we have it no longer; it is lost, it must be 
discovered anew. There is enough superficial ohatter 
on the subject in various languages, but special rules, 
known to every one, pronounced with distinctness and 
precision, according to which the blame or the praise of 
an actor can be defined in a particular case, of such I 
scarcely know two or three. Thence it arises that all our 
reasoning about this subject always seems so vacillating 
and dubious, and that it is small wonder if the actor who 
possesses nothing but a happy routine, feels himself 
offended by it in all ways. He will never think himself 
praised enough and will always believe himself blamed 
too much; ay, he will often not even know whether he 
has been praised or blamed. Indeed the observation was 
made long ago that the sensitiveness of artists, with 
regard to criticism, rises just in that ratio in which 
the certainty, precision, and number of their principles 
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regarding their art decline. This much in my own 
defence and in defence of those without whom I should 
not need to exouse myself. 

But how about the first half of my promise? With 
this the here has certainly up to now been very little 
taken into consideration; and how could it be? The 
barriers are scarcely opened yet, and it was desired to see 
the competitors already at the goal; at a goal that every 
moment was placed further and further away from them. 
If the public asks, “ What has been done ? ” and answers 
itself with a sarcastic, “ Nothing,” then I ask on my part, 
“ What has the public done in order that something might 
be achieved?” Nothing also, ay, and something worse 
than nothing. Not enough that it did not help on the 
work, it did not even permit to it its natural life-course. 
Out on the good-natured idea to procure for the Germans 
a national theatre, when we Germans are not yet a 
nation ! I do not speak of our political constitution, but 
only of our social character. It might almost be said that 
this consists in not desiring to have an individual one. We 
are still the sworn copyists of all that is foreign, especially 
are we still the obedient admirers of the never sufficiently 
admired French. All that comes to us from beyond the 
Rhine is beautiful, charming, exquisite, divine. We would 
rather belie our sight and hearing than find it otherwise. 
We would rather let ourselves be persuaded that clumsi¬ 
ness is unconstraint ; impudence, grace; grimace, expres¬ 
sion ; a jingle of rhymes, poetry; howling, music; than in 
the least doubting the superiority in all that is good, 
beautiful, elevated and correct which this amiable people, 
this first people in the world, as they are in the habit of 
modestly calling themselves, have received from just fate 
as their portion. 

But this locus communis is so stale, and its nearer appli¬ 
cation might easily grow so bitter, that I will rather break 
off from it. 

Instead of following the steps whioh the art of the 
dramatic poet might have taken here, I was consequently 
obliged to linger over those that it would have previously 
had to take, in order afterwards to run its course with 
larger and more rapid strides. They were the steps that 
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one who has lost his way must retrace in order to get 
back to the right path and keep his goal straight before him. 

Every one may boast of his industry. I believe I have 
studied the art of dramatic writing, and studied it more 
than twenty who practise it. I have also practised it so 
far as it is needful in order to be able to speak my say; 
for I know well that as the painter does not like to be 
blamed by one who does not know how to hold a brush, 
so it is with the poet. I have at least attempted what 
he must achieve, and can judge whether that can be done 
though I cannot effect it myself. 

But it is possible to study until one has studied one¬ 
self deep into error. What therefore assures me that this 
has not happened to me, that I do not mistake the essence 
of dramatic art is this, that I acknowledge it exactly as 
Aristotle abstracted it from the countless masterpieces of 
the Greek stage. I have my own thoughts about the 
origin and foundation of this philosopher’s poetics which 
I could not bring forward here without prolixity. I do 
not however hesitate to acknowledge (even if I should 
therefore be laughed to scorn in these enlightened times) 
that I consider the work as infallible as the Elements of 
Euclid. Its foundations are as clear and definite, only 
certainly not as comprehensible and therefore more ex¬ 
posed to misconstruction. Especially in respect to tragedy, 
as that concerning which time would pretty well permit 
everything to us, I would venture to prove incontro- 
vertibly, that it cannot depart a step from the plumb- 
line of Aristotle, without departing so far from its own 
perfection. 

In this conviction I set myself the task of judging in 
detail some of the most celebrated models of the French 
stage. For this stage is said to be formed quite in 
accordance with the rules of Aristotle, and it has been 
particularly attempted to persuade us Germans that only 
by these rules have the French attained to the degree of 
perfection from which they can look down on all the 
stages of modem peoples. We have long so firmly 
believed this, that with our poets, to imitate the French 
was regarded as much as to work according to the rules 
of the ancients. 
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Nevertheless this prejudice could not eternally stand 
against our feelings. These were fortunately roused from 
their slumbers by some English plays, and we at last 
experienced that tragedy was capable of another quite 
different effect from that accorded by Corneille and Racine. 
But, dazzled by this sudden ray of truth, we rebounded to 
the edge of another prejudice. Certain rules with which 
the French had made us acquainted, were too obviously 
lacking to the English plays. What did we conclude 
thence ? This, that without these rules the aim of tragedy 
could be attained, ay, that these rules were even at fault 
if this aim were less attained. 

Now even this deduction might have passed. But with 
these rules we began to confound all rules, and to pronounce 
it generally as pedantry to prescribe to genius what it 
must do or leave alone. In short we were on the point 
of wantonly throwing away the experience of all past 
times and rather demanding from the poet that each one 
should discover the art anew. 

I should be vain enough to deem I had done something 
meritorious for our theatre, if I might believe that I have 
discovered the only means of checking this fermentation 
of taste. I may at least flatter myself that I have worked 
hard against it, since I have had nothing more at heart 
than to combat the delusion concerning the regularity of 
the French stage. No nation has more misapprehended 
the rules of ancient drama than the French. They have 
adopted as the essential some incidental remarks made by 
Aristotle about the most fitting external division of drama, 
and have so enfeebled the essential by all manner of limits- 
tions and interpretations, that nothing else could neces¬ 
sarily arise therefrom but works that remained far below 
the highest effeot on which the philosopher had reckoned 
in his rules. 

It is the absolute truth, that the systematic reprint by 
which it has been sought to make these papers more 
popular, is the only cause why their publication has been 
so deferred and why they must be wholly abandoned. 
Before I say a word more about this, I may be permitted 
to clear myself of any suspicion of selfishness. The theatre 
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itself lias paid the expenses in the hopes of receiving hack 
a considerable portion from the sale of the paper. I lose 
nothing by the failure of this hope. Neither am I 
annoyed that I cannot bring forward the materials I had 
collected for the continuation. I draw back my hand as 
willingly from this plough as I placed it there. . . . 

I cannot and will not deny that these last sheets have 
been written almost a year later than their date suggests. 
The sweet dream of founding a national theatre here in 
Hamburg has already faded, and as far as I have now 
learnt to know this place, it might be the very last where 
such a dream could ever find realization. 

But that too can be all the same to me. I should not 
like to appear as if I held the failure of efforts in which 
I have taken part a signal misfortune. They are of 
no particular value just because I have taken part in 
them. But how, if endeavours of greater import should 
fail owing to the same ill-services through which mine 
have failed? The world loses nothing because I only 
bring out two volumes of dramaturgy instead of five or 
six. But it might lose if a more useful work by a better 
author were thus hindered, and if there were actually 
people who laid express plans that the most useful work, 
begun under similar circumstances, should and must come 
to an untimely end. 
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